
Chapter 11

The Good,The True, The Beautiful

To preachmorality is easy, but to providea foundationfor it is hard.
— Schopenhauer, TheWorld asWill andRepresentation

Thegood,thetrue,thebeautiful.
Thesearethethingsthatpay.
— Anon,afterSocrates

Philosophicallyspeaking,Darwinsolvedtwokey problems.Henotonlynaturalisedfunctional

explanationin biology but alsonaturalisednormativity, i.e. hefounda wayof deriving normative

propertiesfrom non-normativeproperties— oughtsfrom is’s. Darwin explainedwhy heartsbeat

andalsowhy heartsoughtto beat.Hefoundawayof determiningwhatmadeaheartagoodheart.

In thelastchapterI arguedthatMarx discoveredamechanismunderlyingsocialevolutionthat

is analogousto themechanismthatDarwin discoveredunderlyingnaturalevolution; andshowed

how we canusethis to naturalisefunctionalexplanationsin sociology. In this chapterI explore

whetherit is alsopossibleto usethesametheoryto naturalisesocialnorms,suchasourcriteriaof

truth, goodness,andbeauty. This is not intendedto bea full treatmentof the issue,but merelya

pointerto wherethetheorymaytakeus.

Thenormsthatwe usein everydaylife, like otherideas,area productof historicalevolution.

Wehavedifferentcriteriaof whatmakessomethingtrueor beautifulor goodthan,say, aEuropean

peasantof themiddleagesor a Japanesesamurai. And thetheoryof socialevolution outlinedin

thepreviouschapterimpliesthatthedominantnormsin societywill tendto bethosethatmaximise

thesocialpowerof thedominantsocialvehicles.For example,theEuropeanpeasantveneratedthe

iconsof thechurchasbeautifulandholy becausetheseideasreinforcedthe feudalorder, just as

theJapanesesamurai saw theswordsman’sritual ashonourableandelegantcomparedto theugly

depravity of Westernfirearms.Ourmoderniconsof beauty, on theotherhand,aremorelikely to

be thoseofferedby Hollywood — indeeda greatdealof money is investedin makingsurethat

we do. And theNazi’s racistideologyservedtheir interestswell andasa resultthey wereableto

enforceit acrossmuchof Europe.Thereforemightmakesright (or goodor beautiful)at leastin a

purelydefactosense.But thisseemsto imply thattheideasthatweoughtto have— includingour
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judgementsof truth,beauty, andgoodness— arethosethatwould serve our own socialinterests.

In otherwordstheNazi’swereright to enforcetheir ideologybecauseit wasgoodfor them.

In this chapterI counter, or rathersalve, two objectionsto this evolutionaryaccountof social

norms.Thefirst objectionis basedon thefact thatthereseemsto beat leastoneconceptof truth

that is in somesenseuniversal,eternal,andimmunefrom theeffectsof socialevolution; namely

science. My responseis that scientificnormsareindeedfixed, but that this doesnot imply that

they areindependentof their socialcontext. The secondobjectionis thata Darwinianapproach

to socialnormsseemsto advocatethe mostbrutal kind of NietzscheanSocialDarwinismbased

on the triumphantsurvival of the socialfittest. My responseusesthe distinctionbetweentypes

of functionaldescriptionoutlinedin chapter7 andimplies that socialevolution may determine

whattheinterestsof socialvehiclesare— andsodeterminewhattheir normsoughtto be— but

this still leavesit up to individual to decidewhetherthey agreethatthosenormsaregood,andso

whetherthey shouldally themselveswith thosesocialvehicles.

11.1 Truth and Success

In chapters5 and6 I arguedthat wordsaredeemedtrue if we canusethemto successfullyto

interactwith the world. But how do we judgesuccess?If wordsaretools, asWittgensteinput

it, thenwhatarethey for? Millikan definesthesuccessof a word in termsof its properfunction

which is derived, in turn, from the properfunction of the systemthat producedit. But what is

theproperfunctionof our linguisticandcognitiveabilities?Whatarethey for? Presumablythese

facultiesevolvedbecausethey increasedthe reproductive fitnessof the vehiclesthat carriedthe

germ-linegenesfor them,but how did they do this?

Millikan — along with mostother philosophersof mind, from Popperonwards,who root

meaningin evolution — arguethat theevolutionarybenefitof representationslies in their ability

to accuratelycorrespondto a stateof theworld. Papineau,for example,claimsthat ‘we cansay

thatthebiologicalpurposeof agivenconceptis to allow usto havecertainbeliefs,andthepurpose

of suchbeliefsis to bepresentwhencertainstatesof affairs obtain’ (1984,p559). Millikan then

rigorouslydemonstrateshow thissimplebasicideacanbeextendedto casesin whichtherelation-

shipbetweenthewordandtheworld is notoneof simplecorrespondence,suchascounterfactuals,

universalquantifications,vacuousterms,negations,andsoon.1

Now it is certainlyplausiblethatanimals’innaterepresentationalabilitiesevolvedbecauseof

their ability to accuratelycorrespondto the world. More accuratefly-detectorsmakefor more

successfulfrogs, for example. But the rulesof the evolutionarygamehave now changed.Once

the humanbrain evolveda particularsetof linguistic abilities thena differentsort of evolution

startedto happen,namelysocialevolution. And this new form of evolution definesnew criteria

of success.In chapter10 I arguedthat, accordingto the new rules,the successof a social trait

is judgedby the way in which it contributesto the socialpower of the vehiclesthroughwhich

it is transmitted. Thereforewe have no reasonto assumethat the properfunction of language

is accuraterepresentationper se. The vocabulary of religion, for example, is well-adaptedto

its socialenvironment. It fulfills its properfunctionof maintaininga particularsocialorder, but

1In fact Millikan startswith completeindicative sentencesasthe basicunit of mappingonto the world, andthen
derivestheproperfunctionsof objecttermsfrom therolesthatthey playwithin theinvariantstructuresof sentences.
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doesthis makeit true? Socialevolution is capableof producingfalseconsciousness(in Marx’s

terminology)in away thatis not possiblefor animalsruledsolelyby theDarwinianimperative.2

HoweverMillikan arguesthattheadventof culturalevolutionhasnot changedtheunderlying

properfunctionsof ourcognitiveabilities: therulesof thegamehavenot changed,it is justbeing

playedin anew way.

It is reasonableto supposethat the brain structureswe have recentlybeenusingin
developingnew spacetechnologyandelementary-particlephysicshave beenoper-
ating in accordancewith the very samegeneralprinciplesaswhenprehistoricman
usedthemfor moreprimitiveventures.They arenomoreperformingnew anddiffer-
entfunctionsor operatingin accordancewith new anddifferentprinciplesnowadays
thanaretheeyeswhenwhatthey seeis televisionscreensandspaceshuttles.. . . It is
reasonablethat thecognitive structureswith which manis endowedwereoriginally
naturessolution to somevery simpledemandsmadeby man’s evolutionaryniche.
But the solutionnaturestumbledon wasa solutionthat cut to the very boneof the
ontologicalstructureof theworld. (1989,p294)

Millikan alsocomparesthe humanbrain to a generalpurposecomputer:it may begivena new

programandinputs,but all its componentswill still be working accordingto their original de-

sign (aslong asthey arenot broken).Thusits behaviour maychangebut not the functionof its

individualparts.

Accordingto Millikan our cognitive facultiesoriginally evolved to accuratelyrepresentthe

world andmoderninnovationshave only extendedtherangeof theseabilities,not changedtheir

essentialfunction. Thereforewhenthesemodernbrainsproducememes,suchasreligion,which

fail to mapon to the world then they are failing to fulfill their ultimately biological function.

However therearetwo problemswith thisargument.

The first is that Millikan is makinga large assumptionin claiming that the brain containsa

fixedsetof deepstructuresthatfollow thesamerulesin all environments.As I stressedin sections

4.1 and5.3, changesin theenvironmentof anagentmay not just affect its behaviour, they may

alsochangethewayit works.Recallhow thevisualsystemof thehorseshoecrabwasaffectedby

a changein its environment,suchthat it becameeffectively blind whenremovedfrom its natural

conditionsof nocturnalcoastalwater. Theretinaof thecrabonly workseffectively in particular

environments. Somemodernsocial inputscan have similarly disastrouseffects on the human

brain. Think of the stressinducedin anoffice workerby informationoverload,or thestuporof

a couchpotato. Modernenvironmentsdo not just changethe inputs to the brain’s ‘computer’

but may also effectively breakit, changingthe rules by which it operates. In other caseswe

carefullycontrolthesenovel inputsto produceresponsesthatwerenot partof theoriginaldesign,

but are socially desirablein other ways. Think of the drug-inducedreveriesof the Romantic

poets: evolution definesno function for suchresponsesbecausehallucinogenswerenot part of

ourevolutionaryenvironment.We candiscovernew functionalpropertiesby giving thebrainnew

inputs.

The secondproblemis thatentitiescanacquirenovel functions‘from above’ whenthey be-

comepartof largersystemsthathave theirown properfunctions.Thefunctionof bluebellflowers,

for example,changedfrom attractinginsectsto attractingflowerswhenthey weretransplanted

2Thoughdeceptionbehaviour in primatesis onepossibleexception.
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into a greenhouse.In suchcasesthe larger systemcanmakeuseof propertiesthat wereprevi-

ouslyepiphenomenalandadaptthemto theirown use.Similarly, ourcognitiveabilitiesmayhave

evolvedto accuratelyrepresentin thedays,between2.5million and100,000yearsago,whenwe

hadvery little sharedcultureandactedaslargely independentcognitive islands. Even thenwe

may have possessedthe ability to dream,lie, makeup religions,programcomputersandso on,

asan inevitable consequenceof having a languagefaculty evolved for otherreasons;but these

by-productswould have playedlittle usefulrole in thecontext of hunter-gathererbandswith no

socialorganisationor culturebeyond the productionof stonehand-axes. But oncelarger social

organisationsevolvedandmadeculturepossiblearound50,000yearsago,thenthosepreviously

non-functionalabilitieswouldhave comeinto their own. Socialstructuresthatmadeuseof these

previously non-functionalfacultieswould have succeededat the expenseof thosethat did not.

Theseabilitiesbecameexaptationswhich werethenselectedasadaptationsby social evolution,

not biological. Thusthe functionalpropertiesof the brain may changeeven whilst the biology

remains‘essentially’thesame.

Thereis anunfortunatetendency amongstthemoreenthusiasticevolutionarypsychologiststo

tell a kind of extendedJustSostory. TheusualadaptationistJustSostorystartsby notinga func-

tion thataninheritedbiologicaltrait currentlyfulfills for anorganism,andhypothesisingthatthis

explainsits evolutionaryorigin. Whendonecarefullythiscanbeapowerful hypothesisgenerator,

thestartingpoint of usefulempiricalwork in optimisationtheory. However theextendedJustSo

startsfrom anobservedhumanbehavioural trait — from homosexuality to soccerviolence— and

thenassumesthat this ability musthave playeda functionalrole duringour ancientevolutionary

history. However thisconclusionis nomorejustifiedthansupposingthatbluebellflowersevolved

to pleaseus. Theproperfunctionof humancognitiveabilitiesdoesnot just dependon their own

individualevolutionaryhistories,but alsoon therole that thoseabilitiesplay within largersocial

structures.Thesestructureshave their own historyof evolution,andhencetheir own properfunc-

tions,which areinheritedby thepsychologicalfacultiesof individualsthatgrow up within those

structures.Theargumentthatthissocialisationcannotchangethefundamentalfunctionalproper-

tiesdefinedby biology is akin to arguingthatif God(or Darwin)hadintendedto usto fly thenHe

wouldhavegivenuswings.Theproperfunctionof apilot is to fly, but this is a functionis defined

by socialevolution,not biology.

Millikan wantsto definetruth in termsof evolutionarysuccess.But this is not sufficient,

in itself, to groundtruth in correspondencesincesocialevolution (unlike, plausibly, biological

evolution)doesnotnecessarilyfavouraccuraterepresentationof theworld. Someusesof language

may succeedbecausethey accuratelycorrespondto a stateof the world, but othersmay not.

We thereforeface two problems. The first is to differentiatethoseforms of language-usethat

dependon correspondencefor their success,suchas(hopefully)science,from thoseforms,such

asreligion, thatdo not. Thesecondproblemis that if scienceandreligion areboth,in ansocial-

evolutionarysense,correct(i.e. capableof fulfilling properfunctionsfor particularsocialvehicles)

thenwhy shouldbe we usethe former andnot the latter? Rorty, andthe otherpragmatists,are

happyto dismisstheseproblemsastheremnantsof aconfusedandnaiverealism.But many of us

arenotsosanguine,andthink thattheseproblemscanbe,anddeserveto be,answered.I discussed

thefirst problemin chapters5 and6, andthesecondis discussedin thenext two sections.
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11.2 Scientific Objectivism

Thediarrhoeainducedby cholerais badfor thepatientbut goodfor thecholerabacterium.Sim-

ilarly, theNazi’s ideologywasgoodfor thembut badfor their victims. In otherwords,if we use

evolutionto definenormsfor traits,thenthosenormswill beonly bedefinedrelativeto thevehicle

throughwhichthattrait is transmitted.However thereseemsto beat leastoneexampleof asocial

trait which is not so relative, namelythenormof scientifictruth. It doesnot seempossiblethat

a society— beit English,Hindi, or Martian— couldunderstandtheclaim that,say, a hydrogen

atomhasonly oneelectron,andnot agreethat it weretrue. Properlyscientificfactsmustbetrue

in, and for, all cultures.And sincethe truth of theclaim is the samein all socialcontexts, then

surelyits truth mustbe independentof them? Theremay not be anobjective fact of the matter

aboutwhether, say, theMonaLisa is agoodpainting,but surelytherearefactsof thematterabout

science?How canthisscientificobjectivismbesquaredwith anevolutionaryaccountof norms?

The solution to this problemgoesback to the fact that lay at the heartof the discussionin

chapter3, namelythatall descriptionspresupposea biasaboutwhatmakesthemcorrect,andde-

scriptionsof theworldareonly consideredscientificallycorrectbecausethey meetcertaincriteria.

In chapter3 I discussedwhatthesecriteriashouldbe,but theimportantpoint hereis thatif a de-

scriptiondoesnot meetthosecriteriathenit is not a wrongscientificdescription,ratherit is not a

scientificdescriptionat all. For example,if aChinesedoctordescribestheeffectsof kidney stones

in termsof blockedchi thenthis is notanalternativescientificdiagnosis,ratherit is analternative

to a scientificdiagnosis.The Chinesedoctormay be asproficientas the Westernphysicianat

curingthepatient,but thisdoesnot necessarilymaketheir descriptionof thesymptomsany more

scientific.

Now the biasesthat definescienceare not accidentalwhims, but are themselves products

of social evolution. Why, for example,is theresuchemphasison successfulpredictionas the

hallmarkof a correctscientifictheory?Thereasonis thatscienceis big business.It takesa lot of

resourcesto train,pay, andmotivatethestaff, andbuild thephysicalinfrastructurenecessaryto do

scientificexperiments.If asocialvehicle,suchasanationor corporation,weretodevotethatmany

resourcesto scienceandnot getanappreciablereturn,thenit wouldsoonbeovertakenbut others

thatweremoresuccessful.And thebottomline of an ‘appreciablereturn’ is thedevelopmentof

theproductiveforces:i.e. new waysfor humansto interactandintervenein nature,andsocontrol

it for theirbenefit.Theresultis aconstantpressureonscienceto developmemesthatsuccessfully

predicttheoutcomeof naturalprocesses,andnew technologiesthatexhibit usefulandpredictable

behaviour.

Note that this argumentdoesnot requireor imply that all individual scientistsaredrivenby

the desirefor profit or socialpower. Indeedprofessionalscientiststendto be amongstthe least

commercially-mindedpeopleI know. But the fact remainsthat unlessthe resultsof scientific

enquirysomehow contributeto thedevelopmentof theproductive forcesof a socialvehiclethen

thatsocialvehiclewill, sooneror later, beunableto afford suchunproductive luxuriesandthose

scientistswill beoutof ajob. Giventhiscompetitivecontext thenit ishardto imagineasocietythat

is preparedandableto makeasubstantialcommitmentto science,andyet ignoretheresultsof its

experiments.Theresultis thatin all societiesin whichit is possibleto form ascientificclaim,such

as‘hydrogenatomshave a singleelectron’,thenthis claim will beconsideredtrue. But this does
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notimply thatthetruthof theclaimis independentof thatsocialcontext, astheobjectivistsassume,

but thatthesocialrelationsof productionnecessaryto formulatetheclaimwill simultaneouslybe

thosethat definea normof successin which it is consideredtrue. If a societyrefusedto accept

suchclaimsthenit would not bepossiblefor themto developthetechnologyto formulatethem.

Thescientificobjectivistsmakethereductionistmistake,identifiedin chapter2, thatthefactthata

propertyof anentity is constantin variouscontexts doesnot imply thatit is independentof those

contexts. Similarly, justbecausethetruthof ascientificdescriptionis thesamein all societiesthat

areableto form it, thisdoesnotmeanthatthattruthof thatclaim is independentof thenormsthat

thosesocietiesdefine.Thusthenormsof sciencecanbesimultaneouslybothproductsof society

and in asenseuniversal.

However, strongideologicalandsocialpressurescan,in somecases,producea situationin

which institutions commit resourcesto a scientificinfrastructureandyet deny its results. Con-

sider the Nazi’s racial science,which condemnedquantummechanicsas ‘Jewish science’;or

Soviet Lysenkoismwhich defendedextremeLamarkianismasbeingmoreideologicallyprogres-

sive thanthe reactionarylaws of Mendel. But practicalneedssoonovercomesocialprejudices.

TheNazi’s eventuallyadopted‘Jewish’ sciencefor their own atombombproject;andtheSoviet

Union importedwheatstrainsdevelopedusingAmericangenetics.The CatholicChurchperse-

cutedGallileo, but sanctionedthe useof navigationalchartsbasedon a heliocentricastronomy

whenmarineexplorationwasin their interests.

The history of the theoryof naturalselectionis itself an objectlessonin the effectsof such

socialpressureson science.Darwin himselfwasdrivenby a spirit of pureenquiry, flavouredby

the religion of the time. However the voyageof The Beaglethat provided him with suchrich

empiricalevidencewasfundedby theBritish Admiralty to survey andmaptheSouthAmerican

coastlinewith aneye to furtheringBritish imperial interestsin theregion. Darwin alsoreliedon

the experienceof plantbreeders,whosepracticehadgrown from a largely hit-and-missaffair to

a muchmorerigorousandwell-organiseddisciplinefollowing thegrowth of capitalistagriculture

from theenclosuresonwards.A furthercrucialelementin thedevelopmentof thetheoryof natural

selectionwastheinspirationprovidedby Malthus’writingsontheproblemsthaturbanpopulation

growth createdfor industrialcapitalism.

After Darwinthenext crucialadvancesin evolutionarytheorycamewith themodernsynthesis

andthe work of the earlypopulationgeneticists.Much of this work, suchasFisher’s statistical

ANOVA technique,wastheresultof furtherprogressin industrialagriculture.Two otherdevel-

opmentsfrom aroundthis time shouldbenoted.Thefirst is theriseof SocialDarwinism,which

consciouslyusednaturalselectionasan ideologicaljustificationof free-marketcapitalism. The

secondis thedevelopmentof theoriesof humaneugenicsin boththeUS andEurope,which tried

to usegeneticsasa crudeform of socialcontrol. Theseattemptsfailed,partly becauseeugenics

wasdiscreditedby the discovery of the concentrationcamps,but alsobecauseit didn’t work: it

wasbasedonanincorrecttheoryof thebasisof differencesin humancognitivedevelopment.

Since1953thebulk of scientificfundingin thefield of evolutionhasbeendedicatedto molec-

ulargenetics,culminatingin themulti-billion dollar HumanGenomeProjectwhichhasbeenpro-

motedasholdingout thepromiseof a ‘blueprint for humanbiology’. Of courseit will donothing

of thesort, thoughit will enablebiotechcompaniesto patentparticularDNA sequencesfor their
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own use,aswell asallowing thehealthinsuranceindustryto moreaccuratelylocategeneticmark-

ersfor potentiallyexpensive inheritedconditions.

However this doesnot meanthatnaturalselectionis a ‘pro-capitalist’ theory. Ratherit only

impliesthatwithout this socialandeconomicfoundationit is unlikely thatthetheorywouldhave

developedasquickly, or beenacceptedaswidely, asit has.This is becausethenormsthatmake

a scientifictheorytrue— i.e. its empiricalaccuracy andpredictivity — aresimultaneouslythose

that makethat theoryuseful in a competitive socialmarket. But it is still possibleto hold those

normsto bevalid while decryingtheusesto which thatscienceis put.

11.3 Ethical Relativism

Considerthe mycgenein a cell of an MMTV-infectedmouse. If the geneproducesa virulent

tumourthenthemousewill die,andthecellwith it, but thegenemayliveonthroughthereplication

of thevirus. Thereis thusa choiceof vehiclelineagesthroughwhich themyccanreplicateinto

thefuture,with thesuccessof onepossiblybeingantagonisticto thesuccessof others.Of course

this is a choiceonly in a metaphoricalsense;theactualoutcomeis not anactof freewill by the

mycDNA, but dependson variousrandomfactors. Individual humansarefacedwith the same

choice,but in our caseit is not metaphorical.We too arepotentiallymembersof many different

socialvehicles,andsowe canchoosewho to ally ourselveswith. Are we just out for ourselves,

or arewe alsoconcernedwith thefateof our family? Whataboutour friends,or thecompany we

work for, ourethnicgroup,gender, nation,or class?Are youagoodcompany man,a family man,

a man’sman,a manof science,a unionman,or yourown man?Thechoiceis yours.And unlike

DNA wemakesuchchoiceswith at leastsomeelementof freewill.

Marx, for example,wasborninto a comfortableGermanbourgeoisfamily, but his life ended

in poverty in Londonaftera life spentfurtheringthe interests,ashesaw them,of the European

working class. Sylvia Pankhurstcould have becomea dutiful Edwardianwife, but chooseto

devoteherlife to theworkingwomenof theEastEndof London.Martin LutherKing couldhave

remainedan anonymousSouthernpreacher, but he saw his duty morewidely. At eachpoint in

their livesthesepeoplewerefacedwith thequestion‘whosesideareyouon’, andthey madetheir

choiceaccordingto whoseintereststhey thoughtweregood. Ethical relativism at the level of

socialvehiclesdoesnot imply ethicaldeterminismat thelevel of individuals.Thenatureof social

evolutionmaydeterminewhattheinterestsof varioussocialvehiclesare,but it is upto uswhether

weagreethatthoseinterestsconstituteagoodthing; i.e. whetherthoseinterestsshouldalsobeour

interests.Of coursemostof usarenot Martin LutherKings or Sylvia Pankhursts.We do not see

our livesaspartof somegreatsocialbattlebetweenopposingforces;ratherwe just try to geton

anddo theright thing in our own personalway. We rarely judgeright andwrongon thebasisof

theinterestsof thesocialvehiclethatouractionsserve. But althoughwedonotusuallyjudgeour

actionsin thisway, historydoes.Theethicsof our actionscannotbejudgedin isolationfrom the

impactthat they have on socialevolution,any morethanthebehaviour of animalscanbejudged

in isolationfrom theimpactthatthey have onbiologicalevolution.

Thisargumentdependsonthedistinction,drawn in chapter7,betweentwokindsof functional

analysis.Teleological,or Proper, functionsaredeterminedby thehistoryof anentity andits an-

cestors.Thereforeit is heldby anentity in virtueof theclassof entitiesthatit is partof: theProper
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functionof a bluebellflower, asa memberof thespecies,is to attractinsects;theProperfunction

of the mycof the mouse,as a cellular proto-oncogene,is to aid growth; the Properfunctionof

Marx, asa memberof theGermanbourgeoisie,wasto run thefamily business;theProperfunc-

tion of SylviaPankhurst,asanEdwardianmiddleclasswomanwasto marrywell andhave many

children;theProperfunctionof Martin LutherKing, asarelatively prosperoussouthernpreacher,

wasto not stir up trouble.But consequentialistfunctionsarea wayof judgingtheactionsof indi-

vidualsaccordingto therolethatthey playwithin a largersystem:theconsequentialistfunctionof

thetransplantedbluebell,asapartof acommercialgarden,is to attractcustomers;theconsequen-

tialist functionof themycin atumouris to aidreplicationof theMMTV virus; theconsequentialist

functionof Marx,asapartof theEuropeansocialistmovement,wastoprovideatheoreticalunder-

standingof thestrengthsandweaknessesof capitalism;andsoon. Teleologyrelativisesfunctions

to historically-definedclasses(Preston,1998,p236). Consequentialismrelativisesfunctionsto

systems.

Consideranotherexample. What is the function — i.e. the meaning— of termssuchas

‘Nigger’, ‘Queer’, or ‘Bitch’? Thesearetraditionally termsof abuse,andso this is their Proper

function, but morerecentlytherehave beenattemptsto ‘reclaim’ theseterms,to turn theminto

positive affirmationsof identity, just asthe term‘Black’ wastransformedin the late 1960’s. At

the momentthesetermsare Janus-like,with two distinct meanings. The first meaningis the

traditionalone,determinedby their historicalorigins. But whenthesetermsareusedin specific

socialsituationsto challengeacceptedstereotypesthenthey acquirea new function definedby

their consequencesratherthantheir origins.

The two notionsof functionserve differentpurposes.The first explainswhy thingsarelike

they are,andthesecondexplainshow they affect thefuture.Thereforeif wewantto usefunctions

to judgeour actions,ratherthandetermineour historically-determinedpurpose,thenwe should

usetheconsequentialistform.

If history judgesour actionsaccordingto theeffectsthat they have on socialevolution, then

it is not possibleto justify an actionon the basisthat it is directedto someutopianideal. The

18thCenturysocialistCharlesFourier, for example,dreamtof a futuresociety, calledHarmony,

basedon socialunits, or Phalansteries,eachof exactly 1,620people. Phalansterieswould sub-

sist primarily on agriculturewith thememberschangingtheir occupationsevery few hoursand,

accordingto Fourier’s theoryof ‘attractive labour’, co-operatingfully to achieve their collective

desires.Fourieralsoarguedthatin Harmony theseaswouldbemadeof lemonade.He evenwent

sofar asto advertisefor investorsin his project,makinghimselfavailableat a particularParisian

cafeat a certainhourevery day. Unsurprisingly, nobodycame.Harmony is certainlya beautiful

dream,but asanethicalphilosophyanda guideto actionit is strictly irrational. To believe in a

goodthatcannotbeachievedthroughthemechanismof socialevolutionis atbestutopian.Utopias

maybeusedasapowerful critiqueof existingsociety, but they cannotbeusedastherationalbasis

for ethicalchoices.

Similarly, if it wereshown that the dictatorshipsof Stalin andMao werethe inevitablecon-

sequenceof the libertariansocialistideasof Marx, Lenin andTrotsky, thentheonly logical con-

clusionwould beto rejectthoseideas— no matterhow well-meantthey might be. (But, for the

record,I shouldstatethatnosuchnecessaryandinevitablelink hasbeenshownto mysatisfaction.)
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But thisseemsto ignorepreciselythequestionthatmostexercisesmoralphilosophers,namely

how to makethechoicebetweenthe conflicting interestsof conflictingsocialvehicles.How do

wedecidewhichsideweshouldbeon?Are thereany rationalmethods,suchasKant’scategorical

imperative or Mill’ s utilitarianism, that can decidethe matterfrom first principles,andso tell

us which Goodis the True Good? The obvious retort to any suchproposalis that if someone

did not happento agreewith thoseprinciplesthen,althoughwe may think that personmorally

wrong, they would not necessarilybe irr ational. Rorty arguesthat thereareno purely rational

waysof making ethicaldecisions;i.e. ways that do not themselvespresupposecertainvalue-

ladenassumptions.His conclusionis that theonly rationalstrategy for theethicalrelativist is to

recognisetherelativismof their ethics,andsodefenda liberal democracy in which everyoneelse

hastheir ethicalvoicetoo (1991c)3. Without a ‘free andopenencounter’of opinions,in Milton’ s

phrase,thentheresultingethicaldecisionswill notbebasedontheexerciseof informedfreewill,

but on ignorance;andif informedfree will is a logical pre-requisiteof anethicaldecision,then

democracy is a pre-requisiteof a rationallymoralsociety— a positionalsoheldin variousforms

by Popper, Dewey, Habermas,andPierce.

Democracy alsoplaysanepistemologicalrole. In section6.4 I arguedthat it is not possible

to transcendour own view of the world, but that it is possibleto transcendthe views of others

by takingthethird-personperspective towardsthem.Moreover they cantranscendus. Therefore

togetherwe cantranscendourselves. This processstartsfrom earlychildhoodwhenwe start to

learnconceptsandwaysof seeingthe world from others.This is not necessarilyindoctrination,

ratherwemaytestthevariousalternativesagainstourown experienceandgowith thosethatseem

to fit. And aswe learnfrom otherssothey learnfrom us. Literacy furtheramplifiesthis process

as it expandsthe pool of peersfrom our immediatepersonalcontactsto thosefurther removed

in spaceand time. If learningalwaysinvolvesa processof generateand test thendemocratic

interactionsimultaneouslyexpandsthepoolof generatedpossibilities, increasestherateof testing,

andhastensthespreadof thosegoodideasthatpassthetest.

It seemsto me that Rorty’s defenceof democracy asa pre-requisiteof rationalmorality is

correct. But thereis a problem. Rorty’s ideal democracy is, roughlyspeaking,a point half-way

betweentheNew Deal-eraUSandmodernSweden.But heis moreawarethanmostthatthemod-

ernUSis onatrajectoryawayfrom thismodestutopia,not towardsit. Hedescribescontemporary

US democraticpolitics (with both a small anda big ‘D’) asa choicebetween‘terrified silence

andcynical lies’, observesa growing gapbetweentherich andthepoor, andforeseesa timewhen

the super-rich 25% areeffectively democraticallyinsulatedfrom the restof the populationby a

largely ineffectualintellectualclasswhoaremoreconcernedwith culturaldebatesthantheeffects

of harsheconomicrealities4:

It will be in the interestof the internationalsuper-rich to keepour classrelatively
prosperousandhappy. For they needpeoplewhocanpretendto bethepolitical class
of eachof the individual nation-states.For thesakeof keepingtheprolesquiet, the
super-richwill havetokeepupthepretensethatnationalpoliticsmightsomedaymake
a difference. Sinceeconomicdecisionsare their prerogative, they will encourage

3Thoughit shouldbenotedthatRorty would not describehis positionas‘relativist’ since,accordingto him, rela-
tivism is only anaffliction of someonewhoassumesthepossibilityof realism.

4Putnamagreeswith thispicture(1998),but reckonsthesizeof theminority is just5%.
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politiciansof boththeLeft andtheRight to specialisein culturalissues.Theaimwill
beto keepthemind of theproleselsewhere— to keepthebottom75 percentof the
world’spopulationbusywith ethnicandreligioushostilities,andwith debatesabout
sexualmores.(1998)

The reasonfor this declinein democracy is not hard to find. Democracy itself is a social

relation of productionthat is subjectto evolution. And, like othersocial relations,it becomes

adaptedto the prevailing social forces. In a liberal, or ‘bourgeois’, democracy basedon a free

marketeconomy(i.e. onein whichall menarefreeto eatin theRitz or sleepunderbridges)there

is no freemarketof ideas.We all have our ethicalvoicewhich we canexpress,onceevery four

years,throughthe ballot box; but the rich andpowerful have muchloudervoicesthanthe rest

of us andarequite capableof usingthemto further their own interests.This neednot be done

throughMachiavellian guile, but throughthedumbgenerate-and-testof a Darwinianprocess.If

a powerful socialvehicleis unableto useits ideologicalpower to protectits own intereststhenit

will bereplacedby othersthatcan. Thedependenceof successive US presidentson the funding

of big businessis not (just) dueto a lack of moralfibre, but dueto socialevolution: eithertheir

policiesbecomeadaptedto theprevailing socialandeconomicforces,or they will besucceeded

by othersthatare.

If abeliefin afull andhealthydemocracy is rational,thenwhatis therationalwayof achieving

that end?What principlescouldwe useto form a strategy? Putnamrecallsdiscussingthis with

Rorty, who ‘lookedquiteshocked,andreplied,“I don’t think goodpolitics needprinciples.What

is needsis stories” ’. But althoughstoriesarevaluable,they arenot enoughon their own. It is

worth recallinghow democracy in the US got this far (a similar picturecouldbe told for all the

majordemocraticnations,but wewill stickto Rorty’shomeground).Thegrowth of democracy in

theUSwastheresultof threemajorconflicts:thewarof independence,thecivil war, andthecivil

rightsmovement.Try to imaginewhattheUS wouldbelike todayif a combinationof theBritish

Monarchy, theConfederacy, andGoldwaterhadwon. Democracy won eachof thesebattles,not

becauseit hadthebeststories— thoughit did have somepowerful dreams— but becausethere

wasa sidein eachof theseconflictsthat(1) wasableto physicallyand/orpolitically defeattheir

opponents,and(2) hada materialinterestin democracy. The conclusionis simple. If Rorty’s

belief in democracy is to be the basisof a rationalethicalphilosophy, ratherthana mild utopia,

thentheprinciplehemustadoptis to identify a socialvehiclethatpossessesthosetwo properties

today, andally himself with it. Marx arguedthat the working classformedsucha socialgroup,

andlookedto themfor theethicalfutureof humanity— thoughwhetheror not hewascorrectis,

strictly speaking,anotherquestion.

11.4 Conclusion

I havecoveredalot of groundin this thesis.In thefirst two chaptersI discussedsomeverygeneral

pointsabouthow scienceunderstandsthe world. I thenappliedthesegeneralargumentsto the

particularcaseof therelationshipbetweenagentsandtheirenvironment.This led,in chapters7 to

9, to a discussionof how we understandevolution throughnaturalselection.And in thelast two

chaptersI appliedtheseargumentsto the evolution of humansocietiesandculture— of which

scienceis aproduct.Theaimhasbeento produceacoherentwhole,in which thelaterarguments
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flow naturallyfrom theinitial ones.But I left onelooseend,andit is now time to tie it up.

In chapter2 I discussedthe variousbiasesthatunderliescientificdescriptions— simplicity,

predictivity, explanation,andsoon. I pointedoutthatthedominantbias,bothin scientificpractice

andin scientificphilosophy, is predictivity. And in section11.2above I suggestedthat this bias

wasthe resultof specificsocialpressures.In short, if you want to control naturefor your own

benefitthenyou will wantyour scienceto bepredictive. Simplicity, elegance,andsoon,maybe

all very nicebut they arenot usefulin this sense.But in chapter3 I defendedanalternative bias,

thatof naturalisation. Why?

Predictivity, asadescriptivebias,restsontheassumptionthatthereis afundamentalconstancy

— a lawful regularity — in thepatternthatwe aredescribing,thathasexistedup to now andwill

persistinto thefuture.Accordingto thisbiasthejob of scienceis to find thoseconstancies.If we

areonly interestedin the naturalworld thenthis would not bemuchof a problem,but the same

attitudealsois oftenappliedto thepatternswe seein society. If we look aroundtheworld today

— or, indeed,thosesocietiesrecordedin history — we seegrossinequality, endemicviolence,

andan awful lot of despair. And it is very temptingto assumethat this patternis fixed in the

humancondition,that it is somehow inevitable,andthatall attemptsto changeit aredoomedto

fail. PopperdedicatedThePovertyof Historicismto ‘the countlessmenandwomenof all creeds

or nationsor raceswho fell victims to the fascistandcommunistbelief in InexorableLaws of

HistoricalDestiny’. This is a fine sentimentfor a bookthatis ostensiblyaboutthephilosophyof

science.But perhapsweshouldaddto this list adedicationto thevictimsof thebeliefthatpoverty,

inequality, andoppressionareNaturalandInevitablepartsof thehumancondition.

However all thegreatrevolutionsin sciencehave involvedrealisingthatentitieswhich were

previously thoughtto befixedand‘God-given’ werein fact inconstant:species,planetaryorbits,

inertial mass,gravitationalmass,space-time,atomicnucleii, continents,andaristocracies.How-

ever theserevolutionsdid not replacean assumptionof constancy with oneof randomchange,

but with a morepreciousability to explain thosechangesthroughanunderstandingof theforces

underlyingthepatternsthatwerepreviously thoughtto beconstant.In otherwords,naturalisinga

phenomenonallowsusto understandunderwhatconditionsit will persist,andunderwhatcondi-

tionsit will change.Darwin’s theoryof naturalselectionsucceededin explainingbothconstancy

andchangein thenaturalworld by uncovering the mechanismunderlyingthe observedpatterns

and,asI tried to arguein thepreviouschapter, Marx’s theoryof historycando thesamefor the

socialworld. Only by doingthis canwe understandhow eventhemostapparentlyuniversaland

fixedsocialtraitsmay, possibly, bechanged.

Marx’ s epitaph was that ‘the philosophershave only interpr eted the world, the point

however is to changeit’. If this is true then surely the point of philosophy is to understand

the world in sucha way asto enable us to changeit?


