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Abstract

This thesisis the result of a simpleconviction: if minds are the productsof brains(and they
are)thensurelythestudyof brainswill have somethingto tell usaboutthephilosophyof mind?
Moreover, if mindsarealsotheproductsof naturalandsocialhistory (andthey are)thensurely
thestudyof naturalandsocialhistorywill have somethingto tell usaboutmind too?Of courseI
amnot thefirst to suggesttheselinesof inquiry but they have bothtraditionallyleadto thesame
uncomfortableconclusion,namelya virulentscepticismaboutour ability to know theworld. We
seemto be stuck in a Faustianbargain in which we can only gain scientificknowledgeat the
expenseof philosophicaldoubt.

This thesisis anattemptto breakthisbargain,in which I startfrom theconviction thatwecan
know theworld,andthenaskwhatkind of science,bothnaturalandsocial,canmakesenseof this
ability. We donot justneedaphilosophyof mind thatfits ourscience,wealsoneedasciencethat
fits our philosophyof mind. We mustfiddle with bothsidesof theequationin orderto geta fit.
In thecourseof this fiddling I challengereductionistandempiricistassumptionsaboutscience,I
questionthephilosophicaltraditionthatdatesbackto Frege’s ‘linguistic turn’, andI draw parallels
betweenMarx’s theoryof historyandDarwin’s theoryof naturalselection.Theresultis a realist
philosophyof mind that is built on our ability to interactwith andchangetheworld, ratherthan
onourability to contemplateit passively.
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Chapter 1

Intr oduction

Scienceexplainedpeople,but couldnotunderstandthem.After longcenturiesamong
the bonesandmusclesit might be advancingto knowledgeof the nerves,but this
wouldnevergiveunderstanding.
— E.M.Forster, Howards End

This thesisis the result of a simple conviction: if minds are the productsof brains (and

they are) then surely the study of brains will have somethingto tell us about the philosophy

of mind? Mor eover, if minds are also the products of natural and social history (and they

are) then surely the study of natural and socialhistory will have somethingto tell us about

mind too? Of courseI am not the first to suggesttheselines of inquiry but they have both

traditionally lead to the sameuncomfortable conclusion,namelya virulent scepticismabout

our ability to know the world. We seemto be stuck in a Faustian bargain in which we can

only gain scientificknowledgeat the expenseof philosophicaldoubt.

Thefirst way to reachthesceptic’sconclusionis via neuroscience.If our thoughtsaresome-

how producedby neurologicaleventsinsideour headsthen,asDescartesargued,our knowledge

of thecontentsof our own mindswill inevitably bemorecertainthanour knowledgeof theout-

sideworld distilled from sense-data.The moderninheritorsof this tradition arethe childrenof

the ‘linguistic turn’ who hold that thoughtis primarily a matterof internalprocessing,though

thoseinternalprocessesarenow takento be linguistic ratherthanneurological.Within analytic

philosophythis tradition hasincludedthe ‘artificial intelligentsia’ who hold that thoughtis the

syntacticmanipulationof symbols;andon thecontinentit hasincludedboththestructuralistsand

post-structuralistswho insist that belief systemsareproperlyunderstoodin termsof the purely

structuralmanipulationof language.

The secondway to reachthe sceptic’s conclusionis via history. If the valuesby which we

judgetheveracityof ourknowledgearesubjectto historicalchangethen,asNietzscheargued,how

canwe besurewe have the right ones?Indeedit is no longerobvious that the notionof ‘being

right’ makesany kind of sense.The moderninheritorsof this tradition arethe post-modernists

and radical pragmatistswho insist that the truth of any claim dependssolely on the valuesof

the communityin which it is made,be they scientists,religiousfundamentalists,membersof a



Chapter 1. Introduction 2

primitive tribe, or French.Moreover, oncewe takeinto accountour evolutionary, aswell asour

social,history thenwe have the further possibility that thosevaluesshouldbe relativisedto the

interestsof our biological species— hencethe ethicalhorrorsof crudesociobiologyor social

Darwinism.

I startfrom theotherend,from theconviction thatwe can know theworld, andthenaskwhat

kind of science,both naturalandsocial,canmakesenseof this ability. We do not just needa

philosophyof mind thatfits our science,we alsoneeda sciencethatfits our philosophyof mind.

We must fiddle with both sidesof the equationin order to get a fit. Thereare parallelshere

with Kant’s transcendentalapproachto theproblem,but I divergefrom him over thequestionof

the kinds of thingswe aresurewe know. Kant startedfrom the conviction that the mostsecure

pieceof knowledgewe had, our exemplaror ideal of knowledge,was Newton’s Laws. Kant

reveredNewtonasDescartesreveredGod,andindeedthey playedthesamerole in their respective

philosophies.NewtonprovidedKantwith arockof certaintyin aswampof doubt,justasGodhad

donefor Descartes150yearsbefore.But Newton,like Godbeforehim, is now cloudedby doubt.

Thereis still nodenying thepowerof Newton’sphysics,but thecombinedeffectof Lobachevsky,

Einstein,Heisenberg, andBohr, hasbeento show that Newton no longerprovidesus with the

Truth simpliciter but, atbest,anapproximation to thetruthor a version of thetruth,or, atworst,a

very usefultheory. Now admittingthis doesnot necessarilymeanthatwe have to go all theway

with theculturalrelativistsandclaimthatNewton’sis justanotherinterpretationof theworld, but

at the very leastwe have to admit that Newton’s Physicsis not the epistemologicalrock it once

was.

But if Godis deadandNewton injured,thenwhocanweturn to now? Well perhapsit is time

we hadtheconfidenceto startwith ourselves,with ourown immediateandbasicconvictions;and

in this thesisI startfrom two piecesof assuredknowledgethat,for goodor bad,shouldseemlike

‘commonsense’1. The first is that we know that the thingsof our everydaylife — rocks,trees,

washingmachines,otherpeople,andsoon— reallyexist2, andif you tell methatwedonot then

youmusthavemisunderstoodthewords‘know’ and‘exist’. But if I claimthatI ‘know’ thatrocks

andwashingmachinesandpeople‘exist’ thentheonusis onmeto explainwhatI meanby ‘know’

and‘exist’ in sucha way asto avoid thesceptic’sconclusions.This is thesubjectof thefirst two

partsof this thesis,with thefirst partmostlyaboutexisting,andthesecondmostlyaboutknowing.

In the first chapterI defendthe view thatobjectsarejust asrealasthepartsthatmakethem

up. Now thismayseemlike anuncontroversialclaim,but it runscounterto thestrongreductionist

currentin Westernmaterialist,andespeciallyscientific,thought.Accordingto this tradition,parts

are in someway morebasicor concreteor ontologicallyprior to the aggregatesthat they form;

hencetheuseof theterm‘fundamental’to describethesmallestparticlesof nature.But in chapter

2 I defendtheideaof a trueontologicalsymmetrybetweenlevelsof organisation,in which rocks

andtrees,etc,arejust asbasicandfundamentaland‘real’ asthemoleculesandatomsthatmake

themup.

The secondchapteris an attemptto counterthe social relativists’ argumentthat our naive

assumptionsaboutwhat really exists may be very different to thosefrom other cultures. An

1Thoughany resemblanceto thephilosophyof G.E.Moorestartsandendsat thispoint.
2An attitudedescribedby Fine(1984)asthe‘naturalontologicalattitude’.
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animist,for example,would insist thatearth-spiritsobviously exist, andarejust asrealasrocks,

andsowhatjustificationdoI have for claimingpriority for my own view? Now I cannotprove the

animistwrong,for they have their own criteriafor settlingsuchdisputes,but I dohavea response

to thesocialrelativistwhichis to makeexplicit thecriteriabywhichI includerocksin myontology

andexcludespirits. Which criteriayou chooseis thenup to you, but at leastI cangive a good

accountfor my own.

In Part 2 I defendtheconviction that we canknow the world, that theperceptsin our heads

correspondtoaworld ‘out there’.Suchcorrespondancetheoriesof trutharenow deeplyunfashion-

able,andsothebulk of chapters4–6arespentmakingsenseof thenatureof this correspondance

in a waythatavoidstheinternalists’variousobjections.I will not try to summarisethearguments

hereotherthanto mentionthekey startingpoint, which is that thoughtis not essentiallyor even

primarily aboutinternalprocessing— beit linguistic,computational,or neurological— but rather

aboutour ability to physicallyinteractwith theworld in meaningfulways. Internalprocessingis

a necessarypartof ourability to dothis; but it is only a part.

If thefirst pieceof sureknowledgewasaboutfactsthenthesecondis aboutvalues.Thefirst

pieceof sureknowledgewasthattheworld exists,andthesecondis thatwe canchangeit for the

better. In particularI amsurethatI know thatthevaluesembodiedin, for example,Fascismwere

wrongandthatoppositionto it wasright; andif you tell methatI have no justificationin fighting

againstoppressionandexploitationandthatI shouldaccepta socialorderthatencouragesit, then

youmusthavemisunderstoodtheword‘justification’. But thentheproblem,asbefore,is to find a

sourcefor theseconvictions,to find foundationsfor them.But wherearewetofind foundationsfor

our ethicaljudgements?Kant’s strategy wasto find a universalmaxim,a categorical imperative,

thatwould bebeyonddoubt,suchthatanyonewho disagreedwith it mustbe irrational. But this

simply will not do. The Nazis, for example,werenot irrational. The Third Reichwasnot the

resultof collectivemadnesson thepartof theGermanpeople,andnorwerethey thedumbdupes

of Hitler’sdemonicpersonalmagnetism.On thecontrary, theactionsof theNazi partywereright

for themand for that sectionof Germansocietythat they represented.Thereforereasonalone

cannotbe the sole foundationfor morality. But if we cannotappealto universalprinciplesto

groundourvaluejudgementsthenwherecanweturn?

In thethird andfourthpartsof this thesisI arguethatDarwin’s theoryof naturalselectioncan

supplythe necessaryfoundationsfor our ethicalconvictions,thoughgreatcaremustbe takenin

how we apply it. The philosophicalimportanceof Darwin’s theory is that it suppliesa way of

naturalisingnormativity, in otherwordsit enablesusto derive ethicaloughtsfrom scientificis’s.

The theoryof naturalselectioncan,for example,determinewhatmakesa hearta good heart. It

candeterminewhat a heartought to do. Accordingto Darwin the functionof heartsis to pump

blood,becauseif heartshadnot pumpedblood in the pastthentherewould beno heartsaround

today. Thereforepumpingbloodis whatheartsexist to do, it is their purpose. Theproblemthen

is to extendthis argumentfrom our heartsto our minds. If Darwin candetermineoughtsfor our

purelybiologicaltraitsthenperhapshecandothesamefor ourmentalones?It is at thispoint that

we run into controversy.

Theproblemwith extendingtheDarwinianargumentfrom biological traits to mentalonesis

thattheformerare,generally, relatively fixedproductsof naturalevolution.Ourmentalprocesses,
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however, arealsotheproductsof social evolution; i.e. history. My solutionis to arguethathuman

history canbe understoodby usingan approachthat is analogical to Darwin’s, namelyMarx’s

theoryof historicalmaterialism.Now this maycomeasa surpriseto somereaders,sincetheap-

plicationof thetheoryof naturalselectionto socialprocessesis oftenassociatedwith thepolitical

right, from theSocialDarwiniststo theproponentsof the ‘Bell Curve’. It is often forgottenthat

Marx himself wasconvincedof the deepconnectionhis theoryandDarwin’s. As hewrote in a

letterto Engels,‘the theoryof naturalselectionprovidesthebasisin naturalhistoryfor ourview’.

Theapplicationof thetheoryof naturalselectionto socialphenomenonhasnever beenmorepop-

ular, andso it seemsonly appropriatethatwe shouldrevisit the philosopherof historywho first

took Darwinseriously.

However, theway in which oneappliesDarwin’s theoryto socialphenomenawill reflecthow

oneappliesit to biologicalphenomena.Thereforethewholeof Part 3 is dedicatedto discussing

issuesin evolutionarytheoryfrom a purelybiologicalperspective,and,in particular, how we can

usethe theory to determinethe purposeof biological traits. Then, in Part 4, I show how the

argumentcanbeextendedfrom thebiologicaldomainto thesocial,andfinally, hopefully, come

backto thestartingpoint which wasthathistorydoesnot makesureknowledgeimpossible.On

thecontrary, historyis whatmakesit possible.
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