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Abstract

This thesisis the result of a simple corviction: if minds are the productsof brains(and they
are)thensurelythe studyof brainswill have somethingto tell usaboutthe philosophyof mind?
Moreover, if mindsarealsothe productsof naturalandsocialhistory (andthey are)thensurely
the studyof naturalandsocialhistorywill have somethingo tell usaboutmindtoo? Of coursel
am not thefirst to suggesthesedlinesof inquiry but they have both traditionallyleadto the same
uncomfortableconclusionhamelya virulent scepticismaboutour ability to know theworld. We
seemto be stuckin a Faustianbagain in which we canonly gain scientificknowledgeat the
expenseof philosophicadoubt.

Thisthesisis anattempto breakthis baigain,in which| startfrom thecorviction thatwe can
know theworld, andthenaskwhatkind of sciencepothnaturalandsocial,canmakesenseof this
ability. We do notjust needa philosophyof mind thatfits our sciencewe alsoneeda sciencehat
fits our philosophyof mind. We mustfiddle with both sidesof the equationin orderto geta fit.
In the courseof this fiddling | challengereductionisiandempiricistassumptionaboutscience)
guestiorthe philosophicatraditionthatdatesbackto Frege’s ‘linguistic turn’, andl draw parallels
betweerMarx’s theoryof historyandDarwin’s theoryof naturalselection.Theresultis a realist
philosophyof mind thatis built on our ability to interactwith andchangethe world, ratherthan
onour ability to contemplatet passvely.
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Chapter 1

Intr oduction

Sciencexplainedpeople put couldnotunderstandhem. After long centuriesamong
the bonesand musclesit might be advancingto knowledgeof the nenes, but this
would never give understanding.

— E.M.Forster Howards End

This thesisis the result of a simple corviction: if minds are the products of brains (and
they are) then surely the study of brains will have somethingto tell us about the philosophy
of mind? Moreover if minds are alsothe 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 coursel am not the first to suggesttheselines of inquiry but they have both
traditionally leadto 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 philosophical doubt.

Thefirst way to reachthe sceptics conclusionis via neurosciencelf ourthoughtsaresome-
how producedby neurologicaleventsinsideour headghen,asDescartesrgued,our knowledge
of the contentsof our own mindswill inevitably be morecertainthanour knowledgeof the out-
sideworld distilled from sense-dataThe moderninheritorsof this tradition arethe children of
the ‘linguistic turn’ who hold that thoughtis primarily a matterof internal processingthough
thoseinternal processesre now takento be linguistic ratherthanneurological. Within analytic
philosophythis tradition hasincludedthe ‘artificial intelligentsa’ who hold that thoughtis the
syntacticmanipulatiornof symbols;andon thecontinentit hasincludedboththe structuralistand
post-structuralistsvho insist that belief systemsare properly understoodn termsof the purely
structuralmanipulationof language.

The secondway to reachthe sceptics conclusionis via history. If the valuesby which we
judgetheveracityof ourknowledgearesubjecto historicalchangehen,asNietzscheagued,how
canwe be surewe have the right ones?Indeedit is no longerobvious thatthe notion of ‘being
right’ makesary kind of sense.The moderninheritorsof this tradition arethe post-modernists
and radical pragmatistawvho insist that the truth of ary claim dependssolely on the valuesof
the communityin which it is made,be they scientistsyreligious fundamentalistssnembersof a
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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 ethical horrorsof crudesociobiologyor social
Darwinism.

| startfrom the otherend,from the corviction thatwe can know theworld, andthenaskwhat
kind of science both naturaland social,can makesenseof this ability. We do not just needa
philosophyof mind thatfits our sciencewe alsoneeda sciencethatfits our philosophyof mind.
We must fiddle with both sidesof the equationin orderto get a fit. Thereare parallelshere
with Kant's transcendentapproachto the problem,but | diverge from him over the questionof
the kinds of thingswe aresurewe know. Kant startedfrom the corviction thatthe mostsecure
piece of knowledgewe had, our exemplaror ideal of knowledge,was Newton's Laws. Kant
reveredNewton asDescarteseveredGod,andindeedthey playedthesamerolein theirrespectie
philosophiesNewton providedKantwith arock of certaintyin aswampof doubt,justasGodhad
donefor Descarted50yearsbefore.But Newton, like Godbeforehim, is now cloudedby doubt.
Thereis still noderying the power of Newton’s physics but the combinedeffect of Lobachesky,
Einstein,Heisenbeg, and Bohr, hasbeento shav that Newton no longer provides us with the
Truth simpliciter but, atbest,anapproximation to thetruth or a version of thetruth, or, atworst,a
very usefultheory Now admittingthis doesnot necessarilyneanthatwe have to go all the way
with the culturalrelativistsandclaim that Newton'sis just anothelinterpretatiorof theworld, but
at the very leastwe have to admitthat Newton’s Physicsis not the epistemologicaftock it once
was.

Butif Godis deadandNewtoninjured,thenwho canwe turnto now? Well perhapst is time
we hadthe confidenceo startwith ourselhes,with our own immediateandbasiccorvictions;and
in thisthesisl startfrom two piecesof assureknowledgethat,for goodor bad,shouldseemlike
‘commonsenset. Thefirst is thatwe know thatthe thingsof our everydaylife — rocks, trees,
washingmachinesptherpeople.andsoon— really exist?, andif you tell methatwe do notthen
youmusthave misunderstoothewords'know’ and‘exist’. Butif | claimthatl ‘know’ thatrocks
andwashingmachinesindpeople‘exist’ thenthe onusis on meto explain whatl meanby ‘know’
and‘exist’ in sucha way asto avoid the sceptics conclusionsThis is the subjectof thefirst two
partsof thisthesiswith thefirst partmostlyaboutexisting, andthe secondnostlyaboutknowing.

In the first chapterl defendthe view that objectsarejust asreal asthe partsthat makethem
up. Now thismayseemnlike anuncontraersialclaim, but it runscounterto thestrongreductionist
currentin Westerrmaterialistandespeciallyscientific,thought.Accordingto this tradition, parts
arein someway morebasicor concreteor ontologically prior to the aggregjatesthat they form;
hencetheuseof theterm‘fundamental’to describehesmallesparticlesof nature.Butin chapter
2 | defendtheideaof atrue ontologicalsymmetrybetweerlevelsof organisationjn which rocks
andtrees etc,arejust asbasicandfundamentalnd‘real’ asthe moleculesandatomsthatmake
themup.

The secondchapteris an attemptto counterthe social relatiists’ agumentthat our naive
assumptionsboutwhat really exists may be very differentto thosefrom other cultures. An

1Thoughary resemblancéo the philosophyof G.E.Moorestartsandendsat this point.
2An attitudedescribedy Fine (1984)asthe ‘natural ontologicalattitude’.
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animist,for example,would insistthat earth-spiritsobviously exist, andarejust asreal asrocks,
andsowhatjustificationdo| have for claimingpriority for my own view? Now | cannotprove the
animistwrong,for they have their own criteriafor settlingsuchdisputesput| do have aresponse
tothesocialrelativistwhichis to makeexplicit thecriteriaby which| includerocksin my ontology
and exclude spirits. Which criteriayou chooseis thenup to you, but at leastl cangive a good
accountor my own.

In Part 2 | defendthe corviction thatwe canknow the world, thatthe perceptsn our heads
correspondo aworld ‘out there’. Suchcorrespondandfeoriesof trutharenow deeplyunfashion-
able,andsothebulk of chaptergl—6 arespentmakingsenseof the natureof this correspondance
in awaythatavoidstheinternalists'variousobjections.| will nottry to summariseéhe alguments
hereotherthanto mentionthe key startingpoint, which is thatthoughtis not essentiallyor even
primarily aboutinternalprocessing— beit linguistic,computationalpr neurological— but rather
aboutour ability to physicallyinteractwith theworld in meaningfulways. Internalprocessingds
anecessarpartof our ability to dothis; but it is only a part.

If thefirst pieceof sureknowledgewasaboutfactsthenthe seconds aboutvalues.Thefirst
pieceof sureknowledgewasthattheworld exists,andthe seconds thatwe canchanget for the
better In particularl amsurethatl know thatthevaluesembodiedn, for example,Fascismwere
wrongandthatoppositionto it wasright; andif youtell methatl have nojustificationin fighting
againsboppressiorandexploitationandthat| shouldaccepta socialorderthatencourageg, then
youmusthave misunderstootheword ‘justification’. But thentheproblem,asbefore,isto find a
sourcefor thesecorvictions,to find foundationgor them.But wherearewe to find foundationgor
our ethicaljudgementsKant's stratgy wasto find a universalmaxim, a catgyoricalimperatve,
thatwould be beyond doubt,suchthatarnyonewho disagreedvith it mustbeirrational. But this
simply will notdo. The Nazis, for example,werenot irrational. The Third Reichwasnot the
resultof collective madnes®n the part of the Germanpeople andnorwerethey the dumbdupes
of Hitler’sdemonicpersonamagnetismOn the contrary the actionsof the Nazi party wereright
for themandfor that sectionof Germansocietythatthey represented.Thereforereasonalone
cannotbe the sole foundationfor morality. But if we cannotappealto universalprinciplesto
groundour valuejudgementshenwherecanwe turn?

In thethird andfourth partsof this thesisl alguethatDarwin’stheoryof naturalselectioncan
supplythe necessaryoundationgor our ethicalcorvictions, thoughgreatcaremustbe takenin
how we applyit. The philosophicalimportanceof Darwin’s theoryis thatit suppliesa way of
naturalisingnormatvity, in otherwordsit enableaisto derive ethicaloughtsfrom scientificis’s.
The theoryof naturalselectioncan,for example,determinewhat makesa hearta good heart. It
candeterminewhata heartought to do. Accordingto Darwin the function of heartsis to pump
blood, becauséf heartshadnot pumpedbloodin the pastthentherewould be no heartsaround
today Thereforepumpingbloodis whatheartsexist to do, it is their purpose. The problemthen
is to extendthis agumentfrom our heartsto our minds. If Darwin candetermineoughtsfor our
purelybiologicaltraitsthenperhapsecandothesamefor our mentalones?t is atthis pointthat
we runinto controversy

The problemwith extendingthe Darwinianargumentfrom biologicaltraitsto mentalonesis
thattheformerare,generallyrelatively fixed productsof naturalevolution. Our mentalprocesses,
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however, arealsothe productsof social evolution;i.e. history. My solutionis to aguethathuman
history canbe understoodiy usingan approactthatis analogical to Darwin’s, namelyMarx’s
theoryof historicalmaterialism.Now this may comeasa surpriseto somereaderssincethe ap-
plicationof thetheoryof naturalselectionto socialprocesseis oftenassociateavith the political
right, from the SocialDarwiniststo the proponent®f the ‘Bell Curwe’. It is oftenforgottenthat
Marx himselfwascorvincedof the deepconnectionhis theoryandDarwin’s. As hewrotein a
letterto Engels,the theoryof naturalselectionprovidesthe basisin naturalhistoryfor ourview’'.
Theapplicationof thetheoryof naturalselectiorto socialphenomenohasnever beenmorepop-
ular, andsoit seemsonly appropriatehatwe shouldrevisit the philosophetrof historywho first
took Darwinseriously

However, theway in which oneappliesDarwin’s theoryto socialphenomenavill reflecthow
oneappliesit to biologicalphenomenaThereforethe whole of Part 3 is dedicatedo discussing
issuedn evolutionarytheoryfrom a purelybiological perspectie, and,in particular how we can
usethe theoryto determinethe purposeof biological traits. Then,in Part 4, | shov how the
amgumentcanbe extendedfrom the biological domainto the social,andfinally, hopefully, come
backto the startingpoint which wasthat history doesnot makesureknowledgeimpossible.On
thecontrary historyis whatmakest possible.
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