Chapter 11

The Good, The True, The Beautiful

To preachmorality is easybut to provide afoundationfor it is hard.
— SchopenhaugeifheWorld asWIl and Repesentation

Thegood,thetrue,the beautiful.
Thesearethethingsthatpay
— Anon, afterSocrates

PhilosophicallyspeakingParwinsolvedtwo key problems He notonly naturalisedunctional
explanationin biology but alsonaturalisechormativity, i.e. hefoundaway of deriving normatve
propertiefrom non-normatie properties— oughtsfrom is’s. Darwin explainedwhy heartsheat
andalsowhy heartoughtto beat.He foundaway of determiningvhatmadea heartagoodheart.

In thelastchapten aguedthatMarx discoveredamechanisnunderlyingsocialevolutionthat
is analogougo the mechanisnthat Darwin discoveredunderlyingnaturalevolution; andshoved
how we canusethis to naturalisefunctionalexplanationsin sociology In this chapten explore
whetherit is alsopossibleto usethe sametheoryto naturalisesocialnorms,suchasour criteriaof
truth, goodnessandbeauty Thisis notintendedto be a full treatmenbf the issue,but merelya
pointerto wherethetheorymaytakeus.

The normsthatwe usein everydaylife, like otherideas,area productof historicalevolution.
We have differentcriteriaof whatmakessomethingrueor beautifulor goodthan,say a European
peasanbf the middle agesor a Japanessamuai. And thetheoryof socialevolution outlinedin
thepreviouschapteimpliesthatthedominaninormsin societywill tendto bethosethatmaximise
thesocialpowerof thedominantsocialvehicles.For example theEuropearpeasanteneratedhe
iconsof the churchasbeautifulandholy because¢heseideasreinforcedthe feudalorder justas
the Japaneseamuai sav the swordsmarsritual ashonourableandelegantcomparedo theugly
depraity of Westerrfirearms.Our moderniconsof beauty on the otherhand,aremorelikely to
be thoseofferedby Hollywood — indeeda greatdeal of money is investedin making surethat
we do. And the Nazi'sracistideologysenedtheirinterestsvell andasaresultthey wereableto
enforceit acrosamuchof Europe.Thereforemight makegight (or goodor beautiful)atleastin a
purelydefactosenseBut this seemdo imply thattheideasthatwe oughtto have — includingour
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judgement®f truth, beauty andgoodness— arethosethatwould sene our own socialinterests.
In otherwordsthe Nazi's wereright to enforcetheirideologybecausé wasgoodfor them

In this chapten counter or rathersalve two objectiongto this evolutionaryaccountof social
norms. Thefirst objectionis basedon the fact thatthereseemdo be atleastoneconceptof truth
thatis in somesenseauniversal,eternal,andimmunefrom the effectsof socialevolution; namely
science My responsas that scientificnormsareindeedfixed, but thatthis doesnotimply that
they areindependenbf their socialcontext. The secondobjectionis thata Darwinianapproach
to socialnormsseemso adwocatethe mostbrutal kind of NietzschearSocial Darwinismbased
on the triumphantsurvival of the socialfittest. My responsaisesthe distinctionbetweentypes
of functionaldescriptionoutlinedin chapter7 andimplies that social evolution may determine
whattheinterestf socialvehiclesare— andsodeterminewhattheir normsoughtto be — but
this still leavesit up to individual to decidewhetherthey agreethatthosenormsaregood,andso
whetherthey shouldally themseleswith thosesocialvehicles.

11.1 Truth and Success

In chapters and6 | amguedthat wordsare deemedrue if we canusethemto successfullyto
interactwith the world. But how do we judge success?Af wordsaretools, asWittgensteinput
it, thenwhatarethey for? Millikan definesthe succes®f awordin termsof its properfunction
which is derived, in turn, from the properfunction of the systemthat producedit. But whatis
the properfunctionof our linguistic andcognitive abilities?Whatarethey for? Presumablyhese
facultiesevolved becausédhey increasedhe reproductve fithessof the vehiclesthat carriedthe
germ-linegenedor them,but how did they do this?

Millikan — alongwith mostother philosophersof mind, from Popperonwards,who root
meaningin evolution — arguethatthe evolutionarybenefitof representationses in their ability
to accuratelycorrespondo a stateof theworld. Papineaufor example,claimsthat‘we cansay
thatthebiologicalpurposeof agivenconcepis to allow usto have certainbeliefs,andthepurpose
of suchbeliefsis to be presentwhencertainstatesof affairs obtain’ (1984,p559). Millikan then
rigorouslydemonstratelow this simplebasicideacanbeextendedo casesn whichtherelation-
shipbetweerthewordandtheworld is notoneof simplecorrespondenceuchascounterfactuals,
universalquantificationsyacuougerms,negations andsoon!

Now it is certainlyplausiblethatanimals’innaterepresentationalbilities evolved becausef
their ability to accuratelycorrespondo the world. More accuratefly-detectorsmakefor more
successfufrogs, for example. But the rulesof the evolutionarygamehave now changed.Once
the humanbrain evolved a particularsetof linguistic abilities thena differentsort of evolution
startedto happennamelysocialevolution. And this new form of evolution definesnew criteria
of success.n chapterlQ | aguedthat, accordingto the new rules, the succes®f a socialtrait
is judgedby the way in which it contributesto the social power of the vehiclesthroughwhich
it is transmitted. Thereforewe have no reasonto assumehat the properfunction of language
is accuraterepresentatiomper se The vocalulary of religion, for example, is well-adaptedo
its socialervironment. It fulfills its properfunction of maintaininga particularsocialorder but

1in fact Millikan startswith completeindicative sentencessthe basicunit of mappingonto the world, andthen
derivesthe properfunctionsof objecttermsfrom therolesthatthey play within the invariantstructureof sentences.
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doesthis makeit true? Socialevolution is capableof producingfalse consciousnesgn Marx’s
terminology)in away thatis not possiblefor animalsruledsolely by the Darwinianimperatie 2

However Millikan arguesthattheadwentof culturalevolution hasnot changedheunderlying
properfunctionsof our cognitive abilities: therulesof the gamehave not changedit is justbeing
playedin anew way.

It is reasonabléo supposehat the brain structuresve have recentlybeenusingin

developing new spacetechnologyand elementary-particl@hysicshave beenoper

atingin accordancevith the very samegeneralprinciplesaswhen prehistoricman
usedthemfor moreprimitive venturesThey areno moreperformingnewn anddiffer-

entfunctionsor operatingn accordancevith nev anddifferentprinciplesnowvadays
thanaretheeyeswhenwhatthey seeis television screenandspaceshuttles.. . . It is

reasonablehat the cognitive structureswith which manis endaved were originally

naturessolutionto somevery simple demandsnadeby mans evolutionary niche.
But the solutionnaturestumbledon wasa solutionthat cut to the very boneof the
ontologicalstructureof theworld. (1989,p294)

Millikan alsocompareghe humanbrainto a generalpurposecomputer:it may be givena new
programandinputs, but all its componentsill still be working accordingto their original de-
sign (aslong asthey arenot broken). Thusits behaiour may changebut not the function of its
individual parts.

Accordingto Millikan our cognitive facultiesoriginally evolvedto accuratelyrepresenthe
world andmoderninnovationshave only extendedthe rangeof theseabilities, not changedheir
essentiafunction. Thereforewhenthesemodernbrainsproducememessuchasreligion, which
fail to mapon to the world thenthey arefailing to fulfill their ultimately biological function.
Howevertherearetwo problemswith this aggument.

Thefirst is that Millikan is makinga large assumptiorin claiming thatthe brain containsa
fixedsetof deepstructureghatfollow thesamerulesin all ervironments As | stressedh sections
4.1 and5.3, changesn the ervironmentof anagentmay not just affect its behaiour, they may
alsochangaheway it works. Recallhow thevisualsystemof the horseshoerabwasaffectedby
achangen its ervironment,suchthatit becameeffectively blind whenremoved from its natural
conditionsof nocturnalcoastalwater Theretinaof the crabonly works effectively in particular
ervironments. Somemodernsocial inputs can have similarly disastrouseffects on the human
brain. Think of the stressnducedin an office worker by informationoverload,or the stuporof
a couchpotato. Modern environmentsdo not just changethe inputsto the brain’s ‘computer’
but may also effectively breakit, changingthe rules by which it operates.In othercaseswe
carefullycontrolthesenovel inputsto produceresponsethatwerenot partof the original design,
but are socially desirablein otherways. Think of the drug-inducedreveriesof the Romantic
poets: evolution definesno function for suchresponse®ecauséhallucinogensvere not part of
our evolutionaryervironment.We candiscover new functionalpropertiedy giving thebrainnew
inputs.

The secondproblemis that entitiescanacquirenovel functions‘from above’ whenthey be-
comepartof largersystemghathave theirown properfunctions.Thefunctionof bluebellflowers,
for example,changedrom attractinginsectsto attractingflowerswhenthey were transplanted

2Thoughdeceptiorbehaviour in primatesis onepossibleexception.
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into a greenhouseln suchcaseghe larger systemcan makeuseof propertiesthat were previ-

ouslyepiphenomenandadaptthemto their own use.Similarly, our cognitive abilitiesmay have

evolvedto accuratelyepresenin the days,betweer2.5million and100,000yearsago,whenwe

hadvery little sharedcultureand actedaslargely independentognitive islands. Eventhenwe

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

asan inevitable consequencef having a languagefaculty evolved for otherreasonsjput these
by-productswould have playedlittle usefulrole in the context of huntergatheretbandswith no

socialorganisationor culture beyond the productionof stonehand-aes. But oncelarger social
organisationsvolved andmadeculture possiblearound50,000yearsago,thenthosepreviously

non-functionakbilitieswould have comeinto their own. Socialstructuregshatmadeuseof these
previously non-functionalfacultieswould have succeededt the expenseof thosethat did not.

Theseabilities becameaxaptationswhich werethen selectedas adaptationdy social evolution,

not biological. Thusthe functional propertiesof the brain may changeeven whilst the biology

remainsessentially’thesame.

Thereis anunfortunataendeng amongsthe moreenthusiasti@volutionarypsychologistso
tell akind of extendedJustSostory. The usualadaptationisfustSo storystartsby notinga func-
tion thataninheritedbiologicaltrait currentlyfulfills for anorganismandhypothesigigthatthis
explainsits evolutionaryorigin. Whendonecarefullythis canbeapowerful hypothesigeneratar
the startingpoint of usefulempiricalwork in optimisationtheory However the extendedJustSo
startsfrom anobsenedhumanbehaioural trait— from homose&uality to soccewiolence— and
thenassumeshatthis ability musthave playeda functionalrole during our ancientevolutionary
history. Howeverthis conclusionis no morejustifiedthansupposinghatbluebellflowersevolved
to pleaseus. The properfunction of humancognitive abilities doesnot just dependon their own
individual evolutionaryhistories,but alsoon the role thatthoseabilities play within larger social
structuresThesestructureshave their own history of evolution, andhencetheir own properfunc-
tions, which areinheritedby the psychologicafacultiesof individualsthatgrow up within those
structuresThe agumentthatthis socialisatiorcannotchangehe fundamentafunctionalproper
tiesdefinedby biology is akinto amuingthatif God(or Darwin) hadintendedo usto fly thenHe
would have givenuswings. The properfunctionof apilot is to fly, but thisis afunctionis defined
by socialevolution, not biology.

Millikan wantsto definetruth in termsof evolutionary success.But this is not sufficient,
in itself, to groundtruth in correspondencsincesocial evolution (unlike, plausibly, biological
evolution)doesnotnecessariljavouraccurateepresentatioof theworld. Someusesof language
may succeedbecausahey accuratelycorrespondo a stateof the world, but othersmay not.
We thereforeface two problems. The first is to differentiatethoseforms of language-us¢hat
dependon correspondencir their successsuchas (hopefully) science from thoseforms, such
asreligion, thatdo not. The secondoroblemis thatif scienceandreligion areboth,in ansocial-
evolutionarysensecorrect(i.e. capablef fulfilling properfunctionsfor particularsocialvehicles)
thenwhy shouldbe we usethe former andnot the latter? Rorty, andthe otherpragmatistsare
happyto dismisstheseproblemsasthe remnant®of a confusedandnaive realism.But mary of us
arenotsosanguineandthink thattheseproblemscanbe,anddesereto be,answeredl| discussed
thefirst problemin chapter$ and6, andthe seconds discussedh the next two sections.
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11.2 Scientific Objectivism

The diarrhoeanducedby cholerais badfor the patientbut goodfor the cholerabacterium.Sim-
ilarly, the Nazi's ideologywasgoodfor thembut badfor their victims. In otherwords,if we use
evolutionto definenormsfor traits,thenthosenormswill beonly bedefinedrelativeto thevehicle
throughwhichthattrait is transmitted However thereseemgo beatleastoneexampleof asocial
trait which is not sorelative, namelythe norm of scientifictruth. It doesnot seempossiblethat
asociety— beit English,Hindi, or Martian— could understandhe claim that,say a hydrogen
atomhasonly oneelectron,andnot agreethatit weretrue. Properlyscientificfactsmustbetrue
in, andfor, all cultures. And sincethe truth of the claim is the samein all socialcontets, then
surelyits truth mustbe independenbf them? Theremay not be an objectie fact of the matter
aboutwhethersay theMonalLisais agoodpainting,but surelytherearefactsof the matterabout
scienceHow canthis scientificobjectivism be squaredvith anevolutionaryaccountof norms?

The solutionto this problemgoesbackto the fact that lay at the heartof the discussionn
chapter3, namelythatall descriptiongresupposea biasaboutwhatmakeshemcorrect,andde-
scriptionsof theworld areonly consideredcientificallycorrectbecause¢hey meetcertaincriteria.
In chapter3 | discussedvhatthesecriteriashouldbe, but theimportantpoint hereis thatif a de-
scriptiondoesnot meetthosecriteriathenit is notawrongscientificdescriptionyatherit is nota
scientificdescriptiomat all. For example,if a Chineseadoctordescribeshe effectsof kidney stones
in termsof blockedchi thenthis is notanalternatve scientificdiagnosisratherit is analternatve
to a scientific diagnosis. The Chinesedoctor may be as proficientasthe Westernphysicianat
curingthe patient,but this doesnot necessarilynaketheir descriptionof the symptomsary more
scientific.

Now the biasesthat define scienceare not accidentalwhims, but are themseles products
of social evolution. Why, for example,is theresuchemphasison successfupredictionas the
hallmarkof a correctscientifictheory?Thereasoris that sciencds big businesslt takesa lot of
resourceso train, pay, andmotivatethe staf, andbuild thephysicalinfrastructurenecessaryo do
scientificexperimentslf asocialvehicle,suchasanationor corporationyereto devotethatmary
resourceso scienceandnot getanappreciableeturn,thenit would soonbe overtakerbut others
thatweremoresuccessful And the bottomline of an‘appreciablereturn’ is the developmentof
the productive forces:i.e. new waysfor humango interactandintervenein nature andsocontrol
it for theirbenefit. Theresultis aconstanpressuran scienceo developmemeghatsuccessfully
predicttheoutcomeof naturalprocessesandnew technologieshatexhibit usefulandpredictable
behaiour.

Note that this agumentdoesnot requireor imply that all individual scientistsare driven by
the desirefor profit or socialpower. Indeedprofessionakcientiststendto be amongsthe least
commercially-mindegeoplel know. But the fact remainsthat unlessthe resultsof scientific
enquirysomehav contribute to the developmentof the productive forcesof a socialvehiclethen
thatsocialvehiclewill, sooneror later, be unableto afford suchunproductve luxuriesandthose
scientistavill beoutof ajob. Giventhiscompetitvecontet thenit is hardto imagineasocietythat
is preparedandableto makea substantiacommitmento scienceandyetignorethe resultsof its
experiments.Theresultis thatin all societiesn whichit is possibleo form ascientificclaim, such
as‘hydrogenatomshave a singleelectron’,thenthis claim will be consideredrue. But this does
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notimply thatthetruth of theclaimis independenof thatsocialcontext, astheobjectvistsassume,
but thatthe socialrelationsof productionnecessaryo formulatethe claimwill simultaneouslye

thosethat definea norm of succesdn whichit is consideredrue. If a societyrefusedto accept
suchclaimsthenit would not be possiblefor themto developthetechnologyto formulatethem.

Thescientificobjectivistsmakethereductionisimistake jdentifiedin chapter2, thatthefactthata

propertyof anentity is constanin variouscontexts doesnotimply thatit is independentf those
contets. Similarly, justbecauséhetruth of a scientificdescriptions thesamein all societieghat

areableto formiit, this doesnot meanthatthattruth of thatclaimis independenof the normsthat

thosesocietiedefine. Thusthe normsof sciencecanbe simultaneoushpoth productsof society
andin asensauniversal.

However, strongideologicaland socialpressuregan,in somecasesproducea situationin
which institutions commit resourcedo a scientificinfrastructureandyet dery its results. Con-
sider the Nazi's racial science,which condemnedjuantummechanicsas ‘Jewish science’;or
Soviet Lysenkoismwhich defendedextremeLamarkianismasbeingmoreideologicallyprogres-
sive thanthereactionarnjaws of Mendel. But practicalneedssoonovercomesocial prejudices.
The Nazi's eventuallyadoptedJewish’ sciencefor their own atombombproject;andthe Soviet
Union importedwheatstrainsdevelopedusing Americangenetics. The Catholic Churchperse-
cutedGallileo, but sanctionedhe useof navigationalchartsbasedon a heliocentricastronomy
whenmarineexplorationwasin theirinterests.

The history of the theoryof naturalselectionis itself an objectlessonin the effectsof such
socialpressuresn science.Darwin himselfwasdriven by a spirit of pureenquiry flavouredby
the religion of the time. However the voyageof The Beaglethat provided him with suchrich
empiricalevidencewasfundedby the British Admiralty to survey andmapthe SouthAmerican
coastlinewith aneye to furtheringBritish imperialinterestsn theregion. Darwin alsorelied on
the experienceof plantbreederswhosepracticehad grown from a largely hit-and-missaffair to
amuchmorerigorousandwell-organisedisciplinefollowing the growth of capitalistagriculture
from theenclosuresnwards A furthercrucialelemenin thedevelopmenbf thetheoryof natural
selectionwvastheinspirationprovidedby Malthus’ writings on the problemshaturbanpopulation
growth createdor industrialcapitalism.

After Darwinthenext crucialadvancesn evolutionarytheorycamewith themodernsynthesis
andthe work of the early populationgeneticists.Much of this work, suchasFishers statistical
ANOVA techniquewasthe resultof furtherprogressn industrialagriculture. Two otherdevel-
opmentgrom aroundthis time shouldbe noted. Thefirst is therise of SocialDarwinism,which
consciouslyusednaturalselectionas an ideologicaljustification of free-marketcapitalism. The
seconds the developmentof theoriesof humaneugenicsn boththe US andEurope which tried
to usegeneticsasa crudeform of socialcontrol. Theseattemptdailed, partly becauseugenics
wasdiscreditedby the discovery of the concentratiorcamps but alsobecauseét didn’t work: it
wasbasedn anincorrecttheoryof the basisof differencesn humancognitive development.

Sincel953thebulk of scientificfundingin thefield of evolution hasbeendedicatedo molec-
ular geneticsculminatingin the multi-billion dollar HumanGenomeProjectwhich hasbeenpro-
motedasholdingoutthe promiseof a ‘blueprintfor humanbiology’. Of courseit will do nothing
of the sort, thoughit will enablebiotechcompaniego patentparticularDNA sequencefor their
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own use,aswell asallowing thehealthinsurancéndustryto moreaccurateljfocategeneticmark-
ersfor potentiallyexpensve inheritedconditions.

However this doesnot meanthat naturalselectionis a ‘pro-capitalist' theory Ratherit only
impliesthatwithoutthis socialandeconomidioundationit is unlikely thatthetheorywould have
developedasquickly, or beenacceptedswidely, asit has. This is becausehe normsthatmake
a scientifictheorytrue— i.e. its empiricalaccurag andpredictivity — aresimultaneouslyhose
that makethattheoryusefulin a competitive socialmarket. But it is still possibleto hold those
normsto bevalid while decryingthe usesto whichthatsciencds put.

11.3 Ethical Relativism

Considerthe mycgenein a cell of an MMTV-infectedmouse. If the geneproducesa virulent
tumourthenthemousewill die,andthecellwith it, butthegenemaylive onthroughthereplication
of thevirus. Thereis thusa choiceof vehiclelineageshroughwhich the myccanreplicateinto

thefuture,with the succes®f onepossiblybeingantagonistido the succes®f others.Of course
thisis a choiceonly in a metaphoricabensethe actualoutcomeis notanactof freewill by the
mycDNA, but dependon variousrandomfactors. Individual humansare facedwith the same
choice,but in our caseit is not metaphorical We too are potentiallymembersof mary different
socialvehicles,andsowe canchoosewho to ally ourseheswith. Are we just out for oursehes,
or arewe alsoconcernedvith thefate of our family? Whataboutour friends,or thecompary we

work for, our ethnicgroup,gendeynation,or class?Are youagoodcomparny man,afamily man,
amans man,amanof sciencea unionman,or your own man?The choiceis yours. And unlike

DNA we makesuchchoiceswith atleastsomeelemenif freewill.

Marx, for example,wasborninto a comfortableGermanboumgeoisfamily, but his life ended
in poverty in Londonatftera life spentfurtheringthe interestsashe sav them, of the European
working class. Sylvia Pankhurstcould have becomea dutiful Edwardianwife, but chooseto
devote herlife to the workingwomenof the EastEnd of London. Martin LutherKing couldhave
remainedan anorymousSouthernmpreacherbut he sawv his duty morewidely. At eachpointin
their livesthesepeoplewerefacedwith thequestionwhosesideareyou on’, andthey madetheir
choiceaccordingto whoseintereststhey thoughtwere good. Ethical relativism at the level of
socialvehiclesdoesnotimply ethicaldeterminismatthelevel of individuals. The natureof social
evolutionmaydeterminevhattheinterestf varioussocialvehiclesare,but it is upto uswhether
we agreethatthoseinterestsonstitutea goodthing;i.e. whetherthoseinterestshouldalsobe our
interests.Of coursemostof usarenot Martin LutherKings or Sylvia Pankhursts We do not see
our livesaspartof somegreatsocialbattle betweeropposingforces;ratherwe justtry to geton
anddo theright thing in our own personalvay. We rarely judgeright andwrong on the basisof
theinterestf the socialvehiclethatour actionssene. But althoughwe do notusuallyjudgeour
actionsin thisway, history does.The ethicsof our actionscannotbe judgedin isolationfrom the
impactthatthey have on socialevolution, any morethanthe behaiour of animalscanbejudged
in isolationfrom theimpactthatthey have on biologicalevolution.

Thisagumentdepend®nthedistinction,dravn in chaptef7, betweertwo kindsof functional
analysis.Teleological,or Proper functionsaredetermineddy the history of anentity andits an-
cestors.Therefordt is heldby anentity in virtue of theclassof entitiesthatit is partof: theProper
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function of a bluebellflower, asa memberf the speciesis to attractinsectsthe Properfunction
of the mycof the mouse,as a cellular proto-oncogeneis to aid growth; the Properfunction of
Marx, asa memberof the Germanbouigeoisie wasto run the family businessthe Properfunc-
tion of Sylvia PankhurstasanEdwardiarmiddle classwomanwasto marrywell andhave mary
children;the Properfunctionof Martin LutherKing, asarelatively prosperousoutherrpreacher
wasto not stir up trouble. But consequentialisiunctionsarea way of judgingthe actionsof indi-
vidualsaccordingo therole thatthey play within alargersystemtheconsequentialigtinctionof
thetransplantedluebell,asapartof acommerciayardenijs to attractcustomersthe consequen-
tialist functionof themycin atumouris to aid replicationof theMMTYV virus; theconsequentialist
functionof Marx, asapartof the Europearsocialistmovementwasto provide atheoreticalinder
standingof the strengtheaandweaknessegf capitalism;andsoon. Teleologyrelativisesfunctions
to historically-definedclasseqPreston, 1998, p236). Consequentialismelativisesfunctionsto
systems.

Consideranotherexample. What s the function — i.e. the meaning— of termssuchas
‘Nigger’, ‘Queer’, or ‘Bitch’? Thesearetraditionallytermsof akuse,andso thisis their Proper
function, but morerecentlytherehave beenattemptsto ‘reclaim’ theseterms,to turn theminto
positive affirmationsof identity, just asthe term ‘Black’ wastransformedn thelate 1960%s. At
the momenttheseterms are Janus-like,with two distinct meanings. The first meaningis the
traditionalone,determinedoy their historicalorigins. But whenthesetermsare usedin specific
social situationsto challengeacceptedstereotypeshenthey acquirea new function definedby
their consequenceasitherthantheir origins.

Thetwo notionsof function sene differentpurposes.The first explainswhy thingsarelike
they are,andthe secondxplainshow they affectthefuture. Thereforaf we wantto usefunctions
to judge our actions,ratherthandetermineour historically-determinegburpose thenwe should
usethe consequentialisorm.

If history judgesour actionsaccordingto the effectsthatthey have on socialevolution, then
it is not possibleto justify anactionon the basisthatit is directedto someutopianideal. The
18th CenturysocialistCharlesFourier, for example,dreamtof a future society calledHarmory,
basedon socialunits, or Phalansteriessachof exactly 1,620people. Phalansteriesvould sub-
sist primarily on agriculturewith the memberschangingtheir occupationsvery few hoursand,
accordingto Fourier’s theory of ‘attractive labour’, co-operatingully to achiese their collective
desires Fourieralsoarguedthatin Harmory the seasvould be madeof lemonade He evenwent
sofar asto adwertisefor investorsin his project,makinghimselfavailableat a particularParisian
cafeata certainhourevery day. Unsurprisingly nobodycame.Harmoly is certainlya beautiful
dream,but asan ethical philosophyanda guideto actionit is strictly irrational. To believe in a
goodthatcannotbeachievedthroughthe mechanisnof socialevolutionis atbestutopian.Utopias
may beusedasapowerful critique of existing society but they cannotbeusedastherationalbasis
for ethicalchoices.

Similarly, if it wereshown thatthe dictatorshipsof StalinandMao werethe inevitable con-
sequence®f thelibertariansocialistideasof Marx, Lenin and Trotsky, thenthe only logical con-
clusionwould beto rejectthoseideas— no matterhow well-meantthey might be. (But, for the
record,l shouldstatethatnosuchnecessargndinevitablelink hasbeenshavnto my satisfaction.)
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But thisseemdo ignorepreciselythequestiorthatmostexercisesnoralphilosophersnamely
how to makethe choicebetweenthe conflicting interestsof conflicting socialvehicles. How do
we decidewhich sidewe shouldbe on? Are thereary rationalmethodssuchasKant's cateyorical
imperative or Mill' s utilitarianism, that can decidethe matterfrom first principles,and so tell
us which Goodis the True Good? The obvious retortto ary suchproposalis thatif someone
did not happento agreewith thoseprinciplesthen, althoughwe may think that personmorally
wrong, they would not necessarilybe irr ational. Rorty aguesthat thereare no purely rational
ways of making ethical decisions;i.e. waysthat do not themseles presuppos&ertainvalue-
ladenassumptionsHis conclusionis thatthe only rational stratey for the ethicalrelativist is to
recognisaherelativism of their ethics,andsodefenda liberal democrag in which everyoneelse
hastheir ethicalvoicetoo (1991c¥. Without a ‘free andopenencounterof opinions,in Milton’s
phrasethentheresultingethicaldecisionswill notbebasednthe exerciseof informedfreewill,
but onignorance;andif informedfreewill is alogical pre-requisiteof an ethicaldecision,then
democrag is a pre-requisiteof a rationallymoral society— a positionalsoheldin variousforms
by PopperDewey, HabermasandPierce.

Democrayg alsoplaysan epistemologicatole. In section6.4 | aguedthatit is not possible
to transcendbur own view of the world, but thatit is possibleto transcendhe views of others
by takingthethird-persorperspectie towardsthem. Moreaver they cantranscendis. Therefore
togetherwe cantranscendursehes. This processstartsfrom early childhoodwhenwe startto
learnconceptsaandwaysof seeingthe world from others. This is not necessarilyndoctrination,
ratherwe maytestthevariousalternatvesagainsiour own experienceandgo with thosethatseem
to fit. And aswe learnfrom otherssothey learnfrom us. Literagy furtheramplifiesthis process
asit expandsthe pool of peersfrom our immediatepersonalcontactsto thosefurther removed
in spaceandtime. If learningalwaysinvolvesa processof generateand testthen democratic
interactionsimultaneouslgxpandghepool of generateghossibilitiesincreasesherateof testing,
andhastenshe spreadf thosegoodideasthatpasshetest.

It seemgo me that Rorty’s defenceof democrag asa pre-requisiteof rational morality is
correct. But thereis a problem. Rorty’s ideal democrag is, roughly speakinga point half-way
betweertheNew Deal-erdJS andmodernSwedenBut heis moreawarethanmostthatthemod-
ernUSis onatrajectoryaway from this modesutopia,nottowardsit. He describesontemporary
US demaocratigpolitics (with both a smallanda big ‘D’) asa choicebetween'terrified silence
andcynicallies’, obsenesa growing gapbetweertherich andthe poor, andforeseesatime when
the supetrrich 25% are effectively democraticallyinsulatedfrom the restof the populationby a
largely ineffectualintellectualclasswho aremoreconcernedvith culturaldebateshantheeffects
of harsheconomiarealities:

It will bein the interestof the internationalsupetrich to keepour classrelatively
prosperousindhappy For they needpeoplewho canpretendo bethepolitical class
of eachof theindividual nation-statesFor the sakeof keepingthe prolesquiet, the
superrich will haveto keepupthepretenseahatnationalpolitics might somedaynake
a difference. Since economicdecisionsare their prerogatve, they will encourage

3Thoughit shouldbe notedthatRorty would not describehis positionas‘relativist’ since,accordingto him, rela-
tivismis only anaffliction of someonevho assumethe possibilityof realism.
4Putnamagreeswith this picture(1998),but reckonsthe sizeof the minority is just 5%.
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politiciansof boththeLeft andthe Rightto specialisen culturalissuesTheaim will
beto keepthe mind of the proleselsavhere— to keepthe bottom75 percentof the
world’s populationbusy with ethnicandreligioushostilities,andwith debatesabout
sexual mores.(1998)

The reasonfor this declinein democrag is not hardto find. Democrayg itself is a social
relation of productionthatis subjectto evolution. And, like othersocialrelations,it becomes
adaptedo the prevailing socialforces. In aliberal, or ‘bourgeois’,democrag basedon a free
marketeconomy(i.e. onein whichall menarefreeto eatin theRitz or sleepunderbridges)}there
is no free marketof ideas.We all have our ethicalvoice which we canexpress,onceevery four
years,throughthe ballot box; but the rich and powerful have muchloudervoicesthanthe rest
of usandare quite capableof usingthemto furthertheir own interests. This neednot be done
throughMachiavellian guile, but throughthe dumbgenerate-and-tesf a Darwinianprocess.If
a powerful socialvehicleis unableto useits ideologicalpower to protectits own interestghenit
will bereplacedoy othersthat can. The dependencef successie US presidenton the funding
of big businesss not (just) dueto a lack of moralfibre, but dueto socialevolution: eithertheir
policiesbecomeadaptedo the prevailing socialandeconomicforces,or they will be succeeded
by othersthatare.

If abeliefin afull andhealthydemocray is rational thenwhatis therationalway of achiezing
thatend? What principlescould we useto form a stratgyy? Putnamrecallsdiscussinghis with
Rorty, who ‘looked quite shockedandreplied,“l don't think goodpolitics needprinciples.What
is needsis stories . But althoughstoriesarevaluable they are not enoughon their own. It is
worth recallinghow demaocrag in the US got this far (a similar picture could be told for all the
majordemocratications put we will stickto Rorty’shomeground).Thegrowth of democrag in
the USwastheresultof threemajorconflicts: thewar of independencehecivil war, andthecivil
rightsmovement.Try to imaginewhatthe US would belike todayif acombinationof the British
Monarchy the Confederag, andGoldwaterhadwon. Democrag won eachof thesebattles,not
becausét hadthe beststories— thoughit did have somepowerful dreams— but becausehere
wasa sidein eachof theseconflictsthat (1) wasableto physicallyand/orpolitically defeattheir
opponentsand (2) had a materialinterestin democrag. The conclusionis simple. If Rorty’s
beliefin democrag is to be the basisof a rationalethical philosophy ratherthana mild utopia,
thenthe principle he mustadoptis to identify a socialvehiclethatpossessethosetwo properties
today andally himselfwith it. Marx aiguedthatthe working classformedsucha socialgroup,
andlookedto themfor the ethicalfuture of humanity— thoughwhetheror nothewascorrectis,
strictly speakinganothemuestion.

11.4 Conclusion

| have coveredalot of groundin thisthesis.In thefirst two chapters discussedomeverygeneral
pointsabouthow scienceunderstandshe world. | thenappliedthesegeneralalgumentsto the
particularcaseof therelationshippetweeragentsandtheir ervironment.Thisled,in chapters to
9, to adiscussiorof how we understanavolution throughnaturalselection.And in thelasttwo
chapterd appliedtheseamgumentsto the evolution of humansocietiesand culture— of which
sciences aproduct. Theaim hasbeento producea coherentvhole,in which thelateraguments
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flow naturallyfrom theinitial ones.But | left onelooseend,andit is now timeto tie it up.

In chapter2 | discussedhe variousbiaseghat underliescientificdescriptions— simplicity,
predictvity, explanationandsoon. | pointedoutthatthedominantbias,bothin scientificpractice
andin scientificphilosophyis predictvity. And in sectionl1.2above | suggestedhatthis bias
wasthe resultof specificsocialpressureslin short,if you wantto control naturefor your own
benefitthenyou will wantyour scienceo be predictive. Simplicity, eleganceandsoon, maybe
all very nice but they arenot usefulin this sense But in chapter3 | defendedan alternatve bias,
thatof naturalisation. Why?

Predictvity, asadescriptvebias,restsontheassumptiothatthereis afundamentatonstang
— alawful regularity — in the patternthatwe aredescribingthathasexistedup to now andwill
persistinto the future. Accordingto this biasthejob of sciences to find thoseconstancieslf we
areonly interestedn the naturalworld thenthis would not be muchof a problem,but the same
attitudealsois oftenappliedto the patternswe seein society If we look aroundtheworld today
— or, indeed,thosesocietiesrecordedn history — we seegrossinequality endemicviolence,
and an awful lot of despair And it is very temptingto assumethat this patternis fixed in the
humancondition,thatit is somehav inevitable,andthat all attemptgo changeit aredoomedto
fail. Popperdedicatedrhe Povertyof Historicismto ‘the countlessnenandwomenof all creeds
or nationsor raceswho fell victims to the fascistand communistbelief in InexorableLaws of
Historical Destiry’. Thisis afine sentimenfor abookthatis ostensiblyaboutthe philosophyof
science But perhapsve shouldaddto thislist adedicatiorto thevictims of thebeliefthatpoverty,
inequality andoppressiorareNaturalandInevitable partsof the humancondition.

However all the greatrevolutionsin sciencehave involvedrealisingthat entitieswhich were
previously thoughtto be fixedand‘God-given’ werein factinconstant:speciesplanetaryorbits,
inertial mass gravitational mass space-timeatomicnucleii, continents andaristocraciesHow-
ever theserevolutionsdid not replacean assumptiorof constang with one of randomchange,
but with a morepreciousability to explainthosechangeshroughan understandingf the forces
underlyingthe patternghatwerepreviously thoughtto be constantin otherwords,naturalisinga
phenomenomllows usto understandinderwhatconditionsit will persistandunderwhatcondi-
tionsit will change Darwin’stheoryof naturalselectionsucceedeth explainingbothconstang
andchangen the naturalworld by uncoveringthe mechanisrmunderlyingthe obsered patterns
and, asl tried to arguein the previous chapter Marx’s theoryof history cando the samefor the
socialworld. Only by doingthis canwe understandiow eventhe mostapparentlyuniversaland
fixed socialtraits may, 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 usto changeit?



