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ABSTRACT

Although “naturalistic fallacy” is a term coined in the twentieth century, scholars have
long voiced myriad anxieties over the mechanisms by which their contemporaries have
derived moral, social, and political lessons from natural phenomena—often as gambits for
advancing their own alternative explanations. The essays in this Focus section explore five
episodes in the history of such concerns with naturalistic reasoning in order to shed new
light on the persistence of naturalism itself.

O VER THE COURSE OF THE LAST CENTURY, scientists and scholars have repeat-
edly invoked the naturalistic fallacy as a means of casting aspersions on logical errors

in others’ naturalistic reasoning. Such calls to police the boundary between nature and
morality—like that of G. E. Moore, who coined the term in 1903—have largely succeeded
in codifying the idea that nature and morality exist as necessarily separate entities and,
thus, demand an interpretive framework to travel from one to the other.1 As the following
collection of essays demonstrates, however, this simple term has masked a great deal of
conceptual diversity in how epistemic cultures since at least the Greeks have sought to
disentangle deeply entwined concepts like nature and nurture, biology and culture, body
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1 George Edward Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1903).
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and soul, or contingency and design. In the words of philosopher Philip Kitcher, “there
is . . . no such thing as the naturalistic fallacy.”2

Historians of science have carefully attended to questions of naturalistic reasoning by
historicizing particular claims to the moral authority of nature.3 These analyses reveal how
the cultures we study have authorized implicit social norms through their appeals to
nature, especially regarding human and animal natures, sexual and racial differences, and
cosmological order. Each of these long-standing concepts has its own convoluted history,
both inside and beyond the Western tradition.4 Embedded in these examples of naturalism
past are repeated contemporary calls for restraint when expounding moral lessons,
prompted by either the content of the message or the process by which it had been derived.
Advocacy and admonition commingle, yet far less historical attention has concentrated on
the latter. Each essay in this Focus section explores a different historical episode in which
naturalistic reasoning has been questioned in order to shed new light on the persistence of
naturalism itself—a history of science as told from the borderlands.

We begin in the late fourth and early third centuries B.C.E., with the rise of Hellenistic
ethics. As a school of philosophical thought, Stoicism remained popular throughout
antiquity, becoming an important component in the training of many elite young Romans
before their service in the Senate. In her essay, Brooke Holmes argues that the Stoic
conception of oikeio�sis—the process by which nature imbued animals and humans with
the capacity for self-care—affirmed the agency of both nature and self in determining an
individual’s destiny.5 She terms this philosophical intertwining a “naturalistic fantasy” in
which humans could live simultaneously according to nature’s precepts and their own
will. For the Stoics, to succeed in this careful balance was to live properly. Holmes’s essay
thus explores the fruitful intellectual landscape within which ancient philosophers sought
to navigate between concepts of reason, ethics, and nature.

Scholars in the Western tradition continued to wrestle with these same concepts as the
symbolic meanings of nature diversified.6 Animals, in particular, occupied positions of

2 Philip Kitcher, “Naturalistic Fallacies,” in The Ethical Project (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press,
2011), pp. 253–282, on p. 253; in this chapter Kitcher carefully disentangles the philosophical stakes embedded
in claims of naturalistic fallacies.

3 In the Western tradition see, e.g., Lorraine Daston and Gregg Mitman, eds., Thinking with Animals: New
Perspectives on Anthropomorphism (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 2005); Steven Shapin and Simon
Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyle, and the Experimental Life (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
Univ. Press, 1985); David C. Lindberg and Ronald L. Numbers, eds., When Science and Christianity Meet
(Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2003); and Daston and Fernando Vidal, eds., The Moral Authority of Nature
(Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2004).

4 The historiographies on each of these topics outside the Western tradition are of course extensive and varied.
On human and animal nature see, e.g., Federico Marcon, “The Names of Nature: The Development of Natural
History in Japan, 1600–1900” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia Univ., 2007); and Sigrid Schmalzer, The People’s Peking
Man: Popular Science and Human Identity in Twentieth-Century China (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2008).
On sex differences see Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, Women, Androgynes, and Other Mythical Beasts (Chicago:
Univ. Chicago Press, 1980); and Charlotte Furth, A Flourishing Yin: Gender in China’s Medical History,
960–1665 (Berkeley: Univ. California Press, 1999). On cosmological order see Steven Feierman, Peasant
Intellectuals: Anthropology and History in Tanzania (Madison: Univ. Wisconsin Press, 1990); Geraldo Aldana,
The Apotheosis of Janaab’ Pakal: Science, History, and Religion at Classic Maya Palenque (Boulder: Univ.
Colorado Press, 2010); and Persis Berlekamp, Wonder, Image, and Cosmos in Medieval Islam (New Haven,
Conn.: Yale Univ. Press, 2011).

5 On a similar relationship between physical and psychical components of individuality in ancient medicine
see Brooke Holmes, The Symptom and the Subject: The Emergence of the Physical Body in Ancient Greece
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univ. Press, 2010).

6 Caroline Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200–1336 (New York:
Columbia Univ. Press, 1995); Katharine Park, Secrets of Women: Gender, Generation, and the Origins of
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considerable power within naturalistic readings of the world by embodying an untaught
yet active nature.7 If equally untaught infants ideally developed into rational ethical adults,
animals by comparison largely maintained their unproblematic status as natural models
throughout their lives. From the late antique Physiologus through later medieval bestiar-
ies, animals’ behaviors provided scholars with allegorical clues to leading a moral life.8

Nature thus allowed careful observers to glimpse the divine order of God’s creation,
across the Latin West and the Byzantine and Islamic worlds. (See Figure 1.)

Within modern science, natural philosophers expanded and began to reconceptualize
the interpretive space between morality and nature, a development Lorraine Daston
cogently encapsulates in her essay. She traces the political vicissitudes of nature as a
touchstone from progressive reformers in the eighteenth century to conservative defenders
of tradition by the mid-nineteenth century. Slowly divorced from moral agency, nature
simply was. It took epistemological work to reconnect this deracinated nature with the
ethical realm of human culture and values. When they tried to forge such links, natural
philosophers and, later, scientists found themselves exposed to new charges of making
false inferences. By thus placing the historical origins of the “naturalistic fallacy” in the
context of a widening divide between nature and morality, Daston suggests that invoca-
tions of it as a universal category have flattened our appreciation of the wide variability
in naturalistic (and antinaturalistic) reasoning.

The secularization of public discourse and the professionalization of the human sci-
ences thus ostensibly worked hand in hand to cleave questions of goodness and morality
from the natural sciences.9 Such questions instead came firmly under the purview of
private personal religious conviction or, when public, the jurisdiction of social scientists.10

Even this generalization, though, glosses over the moral concerns of natural scientists
following World War II. Many life scientists hoped that the pursuit of truth uncontami-
nated by political or religious ideology would provide a noble democratic ethic in both
form and content—and in so doing found themselves accused of having committed “the
naturalistic fallacy.”11 Physical scientists, on the other hand, reacted by redoubling their
efforts to cleanse their field of claims about the natural origins of social order.

Matthew Stanley analyzes this bifurcated legacy in the physical sciences by providing
a fascinating example of an elision between “is” and “ought” in naturalistic cosmological
reasoning in late twentieth-century physics—the anthropic principle. By the turn of the
last century, he notes, cosmologists had begun relying on the professionalizing social
sciences as an intermediary when moving between their physical theories and assertions
of naturalistic social, ethical, or moral value. Advocates of a strong anthropic principle

Human Dissection (Cambridge, Mass.: Zone, 2006); and Edward Grant, Planets, Stars, and Orbs: The Medieval
Cosmos, 1200–1687 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2009).

7 Angela N. H. Creager and William Chester Jordan, eds., The Animal/Human Boundary (Rochester, N.Y.:
Univ. Rochester Press, 2002).

8 Debra Hassig, ed., The Mark of the Beast: The Medieval Bestiary in Art, Life, and Literature (London: Taylor
& Francis, 1999).

9 A. L. Macfie, “On the Break between the Natural and the Human Sciences,” Philosophical Quarterly, 1951,
1(2):140–151; in the first paragraph he recasts the “natural” and the “human” sciences as the “positive” and the
“normative” sciences.

10 Theodore M. Porter and Dorothy Ross, eds., The Cambridge History of Science, Vol. 7: The Modern Social
Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2008); and Nathaniel Comfort, The Science of Human Perfection:
How Genes Became the Heart of American Medicine (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univ. Press, 2012).

11 E.g., Conrad Hal Waddington, “Naturalism in Ethics and Biology,” Philosophy, 1962, 37:357–361, in which
he defends his recent book—The Ethical Animal (London: Allen & Unwin, 1960)—against exactly this claim.
See also Ernest Nagel, “Naturalism Reconsidered,” Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical
Association, 1954–1955, 28:5–17.
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Figure 1. While scholars dispute, the planets and signs of the zodiac rain influence on mortal man.
Visually evoking the three fates, Astraea (left) stands with scales and a compass, gazing at the heavens;
Hygieia (right) grasps in her left hand a caduceus, a poppy, and a lily, while seeming to instruct the
scholars with her right; and multibreasted Nature sits between them, winding up the threads of man’s
life. The attributes of their personifications seem to indicate the astronomical and medical effects of the stars
on humanity. (Source unknown: seventeenth century, France?) Courtesy of the Wellcome Library, London.

F
O
C
U
S



believed that the precise concatenation of the numerous physical factors allowing the
existence of intelligent life must be more than mere coincidence. Stanley posits that their
vision of the universe subtly switched the basis of naturalistic reasoning from “ought” to
“is.” In a sense, then, the anthropic principle both saturates nature with an absolute
prescription for our cosmological destiny while simultaneously removing all forms of
agency, yielding a designed world without a designer.12

My own essay turns to a curious case of naturalistic reasoning in the life sciences of the
1980s. By then, evolutionary theory was embroiled in a heated battle over the normative
social claims embedded in sociobiological analyses of animal and human behavior.13

Biologist Robert Trivers and Huey P. Newton, cofounder of the Black Panthers, argued
together that self-deception in humans should be seen as a naturally selected behavioral
trait rather than a psychological mismatch between the external world and our perceptions
of it. At the time, few scientists paid attention to their argument—an important reminder,
I suggest, that even in light of the long history of naturalistic reasoning and accusations
as to its moral missteps, attempts to invoke a naturalistic origin for a specific phenomenon
often fail to gain traction within a scholarly community. In subsequent years, postmodern
critiques of science additionally led many social scientists to greet any case of naturalistic
reasoning about human behavior with great skepticism.14

Still other social scientists found immunological or neurobiological theories, for ex-
ample, fertile ground for theorizing the human condition.15 Warwick Anderson’s essay
reckons with the mechanisms by which immunologists drew on philosophical concepts in
a kind of “sociological fallacy” that preceded the widespread adoption of immunological
reasoning by social theorists. In his analysis, dense mutual appropriations between the
social and the natural work in both directions, a traffic obscured if we concentrate solely
on attempts to reason from nature to culture. Through the lens of immunological philos-
ophy, Anderson suggests that all accusations of naturalistic fallacies ultimately reinforce
a binary conception of nature as an entity that can and should stand independently of the
cultural context in which we study it.

By historicizing a series of concerns that now fall under the single rubric of “the
naturalistic fallacy,” our essays document some of the contingent attractions to naturalistic
reasoning at different historical moments and question the premise that such naturalism
must inevitably be fallacious. Of course, even if naturalistic arguments are made all the
time, many are ignored—and even fewer are attacked. In highlighting the naturalistic
fallacy as a negative category, we additionally show how the term itself has become
resonant across the political spectrum—from liberal and conservative attempts to maintain
the political status quo to resounding calls for action by revolutionaries and reactionaries
alike. These essays characterize invocations of naturalistic fallacies as peculiar, persistent,
and, above all, polymorphous.

12 For a related argument see Stuart Kauffman, The Origins of Order: Self-Organization and Selection in
Evolution (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1993).

13 Marshall Sahlins’s The Use and Abuse of Biology: An Anthropological Critique of Sociobiology (Ann
Arbor: Univ. Michigan Press, 1977) is a great example of this kind of rhetoric in action.

14 Feminist analyses of scientific rhetoric led scholars to question the very basis of “is,” making any
argumentative connection to “ought” fraught from the outset. See, e.g., Donna Haraway, Primate Visions:
Gender, Race, and Nature in the World of Modern Science (New York: Routledge, 1989); and Misia Landau,
Narratives of Human Evolution (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univ. Press, 1991).

15 On naturalistic reasoning in neurobiology, e.g., see Oren Harman, “Is the Naturalistic Fallacy Dead (and If
So, Ought It Be?),” Journal of the History of Biology, 2012, 45:557–572.
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