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I. O‟Hear‟s tensions 

This article is written in response to Anthony O‟Hear‟s “Darwinian Tensions”. However, it 

goes beyond responding to that article in attempting to present some of the main aspects of a 

robust naturalism which finds its basis in evolutionary theory. Central to it is a naturalist 

account of cognition based upon an investigation of the deep analogies between cognition and 

evolution. 

In many ways O‟Hear‟s article provides a fine foil for such an account.  In his paper, he 

manages to touch on many of the issues that help to differentiate naturalised philosophy from 

its antinaturalist predecessors. That he does so in the context of Darwin‟s theory of natural 

selection is particularly useful given that evolutionary theory has come to play a central role 

within naturalised philosophy. For these reasons, my paper follows the structure of O‟Hear‟s 

article. Thus, in the first section I will discuss the question of whether the notion of universal 

progress is part of evolutionary theory, showing that O‟Hear‟s assertion to the affirmative is 

incorrect. In the second section, I consider the use of anthropomorphic language in talking 

about evolution and show how it is best explained as an effect of the human mind having 

evolved to deal with the social environment, rather than being explainable in terms of Darwin 

writing under the influence of a pseudo-theistic atavism. The third section is the longest, as in 

it I deal with the question of how evolutionary theory can explain the human ability to use our 

reason to deal with profoundly novel situations. This requires that I pursue the similarities 

between evolutionary and cognitive processes; both being open-ended yet, at all times, 



bounded. The fourth section turns to a discussion of the ethical implications of evolutionary 

theory, and argues that to think that there are any is to commit the naturalist fallacy. As I 

show in the final, fifth, section, the strong anthropic principle provides no alternative to the 

view presented herein, leaving us very much in the position that O‟Hear finds clearly daunting 

but which to others, including myself, is bracing. 

Unfortunately, at the same time as O‟Hear‟s article is a useful foil it is plagued with just the 

kinds of tensions that he unsuccessfully searches for within Darwin. 

Firstly, he states that he is merely aiming to point out some unresolved tensions in Darwin‟s 

writings and that he will not discuss their significance to modern evolutionary thought. This 

makes it sound like he is about to present an essay in the history of science. If so, the fact that 

his article concludes with an argument for taking seriously the strong anthropic principle – a 

conclusion he makes no reference to in his introduction – is quite surprising. Are we to 

understand that he thinks this principle a viable alternative to the views presented by Darwin 

over one hundred and fifty years ago or that it is a viable alternative to modern evolutionary 

theory? If the first is true, hardly any modern scientist would be concerned, even if O‟Hear‟s 

argument were sound. Though Darwin is greatly respected, just as Newton or even 

Archimedes, science does not move forward by defending the views of great scientists but by 

improving upon them. For this reason, biologists do not read The Origin of the Species in the 

same way that philosophers may read The Critique of Pure Reason – it is a historical text 

rather than one to have an ongoing debate with. So, a biologist could accept this reading of 

O‟Hear‟s argument and simply respond that it shows another problem with Darwin‟s original 

formulation of the theory of evolution. However, what if, by “leaving it up to the readers to 

draw their own conclusions” O‟Hear means to claim that the strong anthropic principle 

provides something of an alternative to modern evolutionary theory, as many of his 

statements suggest. In that case, his argument seems, at best, enthymematic at the very point it 



needs to be most explicit.  To make it more than that it would be necessary for O‟Hear to 

show that the aspects of Darwin‟s thinking that O‟Hear discusses are essential to modern 

evolutionary theory rather than, for example, mistaken representations of it in popular culture. 

One basic way in which O‟Hear might attempt to do this is by showing that biologists do 

seem to exhibit a particular allegiance to Darwin. To do that, however, would be to 

misunderstand the nature of this allegiance in that it is based upon a respect for Darwin‟s 

achievements and a feeling of shared goals rather than a faithful adherence to Darwin‟s views. 

As such, if O‟Hear‟s aim was to say something of relevance to modern evolutionary theory he 

should have aimed his arguments at its real, contemporary, empirical basis. What might have 

been an appropriate critique of a philosophical tradition is seriously wrongheaded when aimed 

against a scientific theory. Unfortunately, in so far as O‟Hear appears to read Darwin as a 

philosopher rather than a biologist, he does appear to be falling into the genetic fallacy. 

Secondly, O‟Hear is very clear in denying that he is rejecting biological evolution and claims 

to be merely pointing out some shortcomings of one way of understanding evolution. It is as 

well that O‟Hear does this as many of the arguments he presents are stable fare for 

creationists. Drawing attention to this fact comes close to an ad hominem response, except 

that it is important to recognise that, due to the notoriety of the creationists, these arguments 

have been looked at in detail by many scientists and philosophers. Unfortunately, O‟Hear 

makes no effort to take into account or even acknowledge those criticisms (SkepticWiki.org 

provides a useful introduction to these). This is particularly problematic given that the 

criticisms are compelling, to say the least. Although O‟Hear never does present his alternative 

understanding of evolution, present throughout the paper is the suggestion that a more 

„positive, optimistic‟ alternative is in the offing. Given what O‟Hear writes, it seems 

reasonable to conclude that the alternative he has in mind is what is known as theistic or 

guided evolution – the view that evolution has taken place but that, instead of being a 



completely natural process, it has been interfered with by God. It is arguable whether this is 

still biological evolution, given its necessary supernatural baggage. More importantly, 

however, similarly to creationist positions, this view has been thoroughly critiqued by 

biologists and been found lacking in the empirical evidence that is essential for any scientific 

claim, as well as having been critiqued by philosophers and been found to offer no real 

explanation (Dawkins 1986, Dennett 1995). 

O‟Hear‟s desire for an „optimistic‟ alternative leads to the final, and most troubling, tension in 

his work. He is very critical of the belief in universal progress that he perceives in Darwin‟s 

account of evolution. Yet, he himself would wish to believe that the universe was fine tuned 

to make possible intelligent life. If that were the case, the whole history of the universe would 

be that of the progress toward this goal and the resultant notion of evolution would be 

profoundly progressivist. If that is so, however, O‟Hear ends up arguing for a view of 

evolution that has the worst problems that he thinks Darwin is weighed down by, including 

“race and species progressivism.” 

It is by considering whether Darwinian evolution really does require progressivism that we 

will begin. 

 

II. Progress 

O‟Hear‟s first concern is to establish that Darwin worked with an absolute notion of progress. 

To show this, he quotes from The Origin of Species where Darwin writes that “As natural 

selection works solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal and mental 

endowments will tend to progress towards perfection.” This leads O‟Hear to ask whether, 

according to Darwin, a fish is more perfect than an amoeba, and humanity more perfect than 

bees. Darwin dealt with that question in Notebook B, however, where he wrote that it is 



“absurd to talk of one animal being higher than another.”  Not surprisingly, then, a fairly 

quick investigation of Darwin‟s use of the term „perfection‟ within The Origin of Species 

reveals, that it is consistently used to describe features of an animal, where such features are 

deemed to be perfect on the basis of how well they serve that animal in its environment. A 

fine example of this is Darwin‟s discussion of the perfection of the eye in chapter six of The 

Origin of Species. In other words, the notion of perfection that Darwin is working with is one 

that is already relativised to a given animal and its environment, as is actually clear in the 

quote used by O‟Hear. Talk of one species as superior in some absolute sense to another is not 

something that Darwin engages in. This is highly significant as it shows that O‟Hear‟s 

argument falters at its first step and that Darwin‟s use of the notion of perfection does not 

commit him (or natural selection) to “the race and species progressivism characteristic of his 

age” that O‟Hear accuses him of. Indeed, any such progressivism appears to be quite foreign 

to it. 

Given that O‟Hear leaves it up to the reader to decide what significance Darwin‟s views have 

had for modern evolutionary theory it is important to note that, in this respect, evolutionists 

have on the whole continued to reject progressivism. The relative notion of progress that 

Darwin worked with is the one that evolutionary biology has continued to rely upon, with any 

attempts to argue for evolution being progressive on a grand scale belonging to the sidelines 

of scientific evolutionary debates (even though such notions have plagued popular 

understanding of Darwin‟s work, as well as its early misapplications in social sciences). If 

anything, biologists have moved even further away from any absolutist notions in so far as 

talk of perfection, even in a relativised form, has been replaced by talk of „well adapted‟ traits. 

Indeed, the eye, considered by Darwin for its „perfection‟, is now the standard example for 

showing how even very complex and highly functional organs are jerry-built end products of 



variation, selection and retention, riddled with slapdash solutions that no competent engineer 

would be willing to put their name to. 

Richard Lewontin (1982: 165), one of the foremost theoretical biologists of our times, states 

the current view unequivocally: 

Evolutionary theory in general no longer incorporates notions of progress or of 

unidirectional change. Evolution, at least in the modern view, is going nowhere in particular. 

Older ideas that evolution has led and is leading to greater complexity, greater homeostasis, 

greater stability, are now seen as vestiges of a 19
th
 century progressivism that is without 

empirical foundation in the history of life. 

 

III. Creator 

Having shown to his own satisfaction that Darwin was a progressivist, O‟Hear goes on to 

discuss Darwin‟s use of anthropomorphic language to describe the workings of natural 

selection. O‟Hear‟s thesis is that for Darwin natural selection played the role of a surrogate 

Creator, ensuring that evolution would lead to progress. O‟Hear claims that such a „positive‟ 

view of evolution is in tension with Darwin‟s view of nature as red in tooth and claw. Of 

course, even if O‟Hear‟s claims of progressivism were true, this conclusion would not follow. 

To the degree that evolution is progressive (locally or globally), any progress is due to the 

cruel winnowing away of those organisms that are less fit – it is thanks to selection that 

evolution is not a random process, contrary to what some of its opponents claim. Darwin‟s 

analogy between the workings of evolution and human breeders is most apt in this context in 

that a breeder obtains pigeons with striking new plumage by selectively allowing the most 

promising birds to procreate while he breaks the necks of the rest. One does not need a 

Panglossian view of the world to appreciate its beauty. 



It may be worthwhile to consider at this point an example of natural selection at work (see 

Dawkins 1986: 178ff for the original discussion of this example). Evolutionary arms races are 

a common phenomenon in which changes in a particular of trait of one organism alter the 

environment of another organism in such a way as to put selective pressure on a trait of that 

organism, with the changes in the second organism feeding back to produce selective pressure 

that further changes the original trait of the first organism. One simple example of this 

phenomenon is the arms race between the cheetah and the gazelle. In both cases, the trait that 

is strongly selected for is increased speed, the result being that the cheetah is the fastest land 

animal. The graceful sprint of the cheetah has been made possible, however, by countless 

generations of predators that starved for the wont of a gazelle they could catch. The speed of 

the cheetah might be considered some kind of perfection, except that the cheetah and the 

gazelle are both only adapted to the particular environment that includes both species. Due to 

the enormous metabolic cost borne by both species in developing and maintaining their 

capacity for speed, they would be quickly outselected by other species were their main prey or 

predator to disappear, making speed much less adaptive – an eventuality that has largely come 

to pass due to the actions of homo sapiens. In this example we can easily see the lack of a 

tension between progress and the manner in which it arises as well as that any progress is 

quite local. 

While this shows there is no tension between the horror and the beauty of the natural world as 

understood by Darwin, it does not deal with O‟Hear‟s claims concerning Darwin‟s use of 

anthropomorphic language and references to the Creator. To understand that, it is necessary to 

consider the historical and evolutionary context of Darwin‟s work. Darwin was well aware 

that most of his readers would be largely ignorant of biology and culturally steeped in 

creationist myths. He realised that this would make it very difficult for them to accept 

evolution on the strength of its evidence. His fears have been borne out by the fact that even 



now, a hundred and fifty years after the publication of The Origin of Species and long after 

evolutionary theory has become the foundational theory for all life sciences, it continues to be 

opposed by fundamentalist christians in the US, as well as by other groups around the world 

whose opposition is invariably religiously motivated. In effect, Darwin knew that he would 

have to speak to the theists who would see in evolution a threat. Thus, in the final section of 

The Origin of Species, from which O‟Hear‟s quote comes, Darwin actually claims that 

evolutionary theory “accords better with what we know of the laws impressed on matter by 

the Creator” than the idea that each species was independently created. His reference to a 

deity is, therefore, aimed at convincing theists that there is no conflict between theism and the 

view that humans are the product of fully natural evolutionary processes – a position that has 

come to be accepted by many theists. 

Why does Darwin use anthropomorphic language in speaking about natural selection, in 

general, however? The thing to note is that anthropomorphic language is hardly a rarity 

among humans. We commonly treat inanimate objects as having humanlike mental properties 

or as exhibiting humanlike behaviour. We get angry with our cars when they ignore our 

entreaties to start on a cold morning. We speak of the sea as angry and cruel. The human 

predilection to anthropomorphise does not stem from a need to seek out deities in such 

objects. Indeed, the connection runs in exactly the opposite direction. The human mind has 

evolved the capacity to deal with complex social situations. The tools it uses to do this are 

available to deal with other situations as well. Very often, being able to express a situation 

that involves no agents in terms that do helps us to be able to understand it, as doing so gives 

us immediate access to a plethora of social intuitions that direct us to the correct conclusion so 

long as we have appropriately conceptualised the situation. This is precisely the property of 

the human mind that Darwin is making use of when he describes natural selection in terms of 

intentional actions. Of course, even though useful, this approach is dangerous and can go 



awry. Recent research in cognitive science of religion suggests that human beliefs in 

supernatural agents are partly due to a tendency to look for agents in the most unlikely places 

(Barrett 2000 is a useful introduction). Such a hyperactive agent detection device, as it is 

called, will have been very useful in detecting hidden predators but also produced numerous 

false alarms. Some of these led to beliefs in forest spirits and, through a complex set of 

evolutionary and cultural processes that are being teased apart at this very moment, to 

acceptance of the idea that there exists a Creator. In short, it is not that natural selection is 

Darwin‟s God-surrogate but that belief in a Creator is a byproduct of the evolution of our 

natural cognitive abilities. This is a good example of how evolutionary theory is not just 

capable of dealing with objections to it but can even tell us something about the reasons why 

such objections may seem convincing to our, evolved, minds. 

 

IV. Cognition 

The frailty and fallibility of human cognition research reveals may well lead one to conclude 

that O‟Hear is quite right when he asks: 

If natural selection is all that there is, and if the human mind can be explained in purely 

evolutionary terms, as deriving from that of the lower animals, why should we accept that 

what we think about ultimate reality has any objective validity? 

There is much to be said for this worry. Certainly, for example, we ought to be very wary of 

our intuitions (for a discussion, see Bishop & Trout 2004, Feltz & Bishop 2010). Any general 

scepticism about evolved human reason is misplaced, however. 

O‟Hear wonders whether in the future Darwin‟s theory will “seem no more reliable than those 

of the primitive and barbaric Tierra del Fuegans Darwin encountered on his epic voyage 



seemed to him.” Before exploring this worry let us ask ourselves just how „unreliable‟ the 

beliefs of „primitive‟ and „barbaric‟ peoples are. Jared Diamond (1997: 143) provides 

something of an overview: 

An entire field of science, termed ethnobiology, studies people’s knowledge of the wild plants 

and animals in their environment. Such studies have concentrated especially on the world’s 

few surviving hunting-gathering peoples, and on farming peoples who still depend heavily on 

wild foods and natural products. The studies generally show that such peoples are walking 

encyclopedias of natural history, with individual names (in their local language) for as many 

as a thousand or more plant and animal species, and with detailed knowledge of those 

species’ biological characteristics, distribution, and potential uses. 

Diamond admits, a hunter-gatherer thrown into the middle of a modern city will be at a loss 

and seem foolish but this speaks not of the unreliability of their knowledge but of it being 

limited to their natural environment. A city-dweller is as much at a loss in the wilderness. In 

1860 the Burke and Wills expedition set out to cross Australia from Melbourne on the south 

coast to the Gulf of Carpentaria on the north. Only one man managed to survive the whole trip 

even though the land the expedition travelled through was inhabited by native Australians that 

actively assisted the travellers until they were fired upon by one of the Europeans. If anything, 

Diamond argues (1997: 20-21), the hunter-gatherer may be smarter than the city-dweller due 

to ongoing selection pressures. Still, both are members of the same species. So, perhaps, it is 

hardly surprising that their knowledge of their environments is of similar reliability. A very 

different picture might be expected to be revealed in the case of the „lower‟ animals. 

In 1966 MacArthur and Pianka put forward optimal foraging theory, which aimed to analyse 

animal foraging behaviour in terms of how it compares to optimal strategies. It has been 

found that once environmental and behavioural constraints are taken into account, even very 



simple organisms are able to approximate optimal strategies. This is not to suggest that such 

animals possess the powers of reflective cognition but that their knowledge of their 

environment is reliable though, once again, limited. Indeed, animals‟ capacity to obtain 

information about their environment is so reliable that even in today‟s world of advanced 

technology the airport customs officer looks for drugs accompanied not by a mechanical 

detector but by a beagle. Studies of animal behaviour are full of examples of the inventive 

ways in which various non-human animals make highly efficient and inventive use of their 

environment and the information available to them. Of course, just as with the humans, other 

animals that find themselves in significantly altered environments will end up acting in ways 

that are systematically disadvantageous. Thus, for example, baby tortoises born on the 

beaches near housing developments often crawl up the beach toward the lights of the houses, 

instead of crawling down toward the moonlight reflected in the water they, ultimately, seek. 

By analogy to these examples, we can see that, if Darwin‟s theory will come to be looked 

upon as „primitive‟ in the future, this will probably not mean that it will be rejected but that it 

will be found to be a mostly accurate description of a limited range of phenomena, just as 

Newton‟s physics has been found to accurately describe relatively slow movements of 

macroscopic objects, failing as speeds approach the speed of light. This has not, by any 

means, revealed Newton to be a „mere barbarian‟. Even as they recognise the shortcomings of 

his theories, modern physicists respect Newton highly for the partial understanding he was 

able to achieve. Indeed, given the recognised shortcomings of Darwin‟s understanding of 

evolution – he lacked a model of the genetics that underlie heredity – this is something like 

the attitude modern biologists already have to Darwin.  

Everywhere we bother to look, the same pattern appears – the knowledge that is possessed by 

an organism is quite reliable in its natural environment but fails outside of it. This is as true of 

human scientists as it is of the paramecium. Yet, clearly, it is possible to partially transcend 



existing limitations both by evolutionary and by cognitive means. Thus, in the case of 

evolution, novel species sometimes gain a massive advantage from having access to new 

sources of information such as a improved sensory organs or improved ways of utilising this 

information in their interactions with their environment. For example, it has been suggested 

that the cause of the Cambrian explosion was the original evolution of the eye, leading to 

rapid speciation within the clade or clades that had developed eyes (Parker 2003). Similarly, 

humans and other animals are capable of transcending limitations to varying degrees. Thus, 

finding themselves in a novel environment, humans (and many other animals) are often 

capable of changing their behaviour to better suit that environment, given sufficient time to 

learn about it. 

O‟Hear remarks on this (according to him purely human) capacity and, echoing Thomas 

Nagel, concludes that it could not be explained by evolution. Nothing could be further from 

the truth. Already, we see that evolution, just as cognition, is capable of transcending 

limitations – a point that is probably sufficient to establish that the conclusion drawn by 

O‟Hear does not seem to follow. Moreover, non-human animals with advanced cognitive 

abilities, such as chimpanzees or dolphins are also capable of going “beyond the limited and 

the familiar” though, of course, not to the degree that humans are. The capacity of various 

non-human animals to do this has been studied at great length by ethologists and others (for 

an introduction, see Pearce 1997). Indeed, some capacity for learning appears to be present in 

most animal species, with only very simple life forms (if any) lacking it altogether. On the 

other hand, in many respects people show an astonishing inability to learn to deal with a new 

environment. Human desire for fat and sugar formed in an environment in which both were 

nearly always hard to find. Chronic overeating was not a common threat and a „sweet tooth‟ 

was adaptive. In the modern world of convenience shopping, fat and sugar are readily 



available yet humans have not ceased to be attracted to them, with the result that obesity is the 

prime cause of lifestyle diseases such as diabetes, heart disease and many cancers. 

To understand the basic picture that I am presenting it is necessary to consider what may seem 

to be two contradictory traits. The first of these is boundedness, exhibited as it is by the 

cognitive abilities of all animals, including humans. Being bounded, these abilities are only 

applicable within a limited context, typically the context of the natural environment of the 

animal that possesses them. Not accidentally, this is precisely the same relativisation as we 

saw in the case of adaptations that we considered in the first part of this article. The reason is 

that cognitive abilities quite simply are a subset of adaptations and, just like them all, depend 

crucially upon being used in the appropriate context. The second trait is open-endedness, the 

capacity to develop in such a way as to transcend existing limitations. An animal such as a 

squirrel may be quite limited in the degree to which its cognition is open-ended. It may learn 

basic facts about its environment and adjust its behaviour to suit, avoiding backyards with 

dogs, going back to dig out nuts it stored for the winter or opportunistically trying out new 

sources of sustenance. Human cognition is open-ended to a much greater degree, however. 

We are able not just to learn particular facts but to develop and use novel ways of thinking 

about the world (de Sousa 2007 explores this property of human cognition while also 

unambiguously opting for a naturalist explanation). This might seem to be the capacity which, 

according to O‟Hear, goes beyond what is explainable by evolution. That the opposite is true, 

it is necessary to understand it in the context of a theory which is sufficiently powerful to talk 

about both cognition and evolution. 

Herbert Simon‟s bounded rationality theory treats human reasoning as constituted by a set of 

heuristics that work together to allow us to interact effectively with our environment. As 

Simon shows in The Sciences of the Artificial, the basic notion of a heuristic that he uses is 

broad enough to apply not just to cognitive mechanisms but to cognitive, behavioural and 



physiological adaptations in general (Simon 1996). At the same time, it is quite powerful in 

that it predicts that all heuristics, be they patterns of human reasoning or of the behaviour of 

simple organisms, will share a number of basic traits. These traits include boundedness (see 

Wimsatt 2007 for a convenient listing of the traits), the immediate cause of which is that all 

heuristics necessarily make substantive assumptions about the context in which they are to be 

used. 

The open-endedness afforded by the theory of bounded rationality goes beyond the traits of 

individual heuristics and consists in the capacity to develop new heuristics (Hooker 1991 

develops another account of the open-endedness of cognition). In the case of evolution this is 

made possible by the mechanisms of variation, selection and retention. With each new 

paleontological find, our knowledge of how various adaptations arose is becoming ever more 

complete, in some case already providing us with a veritable slide-show of the intermediate 

forms that led to supremely functional outcomes. In the case of reasoning, the mechanisms are 

only now being revealed through work in a variety of the sciences of cognition as well as 

work in evolutionary explanations of human behaviour (for an introduction to the latter, see 

Laland & Brown 2002). The basic idea is that, while some heuristics may be in some way 

hardwired into our brains through evolution (the heuristics investigated by Kahneman and 

Tversky would probably fall into this group), there is not a set range of heuristics that 

cognition is limited to relying upon. People are capable of using their limited knowledge of 

their environment to identify problems with existing heuristics and to develop new heuristics 

that extend their abilities. Paramount examples of this capacity fill the history of scientific 

methodology. Thus, the double-blind method that has become standard for testing 

pharmaceuticals, is the result of successive developments in experimental methods that took 

place during the twentieth century and were a reaction to the realisation that it is not enough 

to simply provide a control group which is not subject to the treatment being tested. The 



initial use of single-blind testing, in which the researchers knew whether they were 

administering the placebo or the treatment under examination, also turned out to be 

insufficient in some cases. The reason is that the placebo effect is subtle enough to affect 

outcomes due to the attitude of the researcher interacting with the subject, even though that 

person may not be consciously altering their behaviour.  

The vital point is that knowledge of the environment plus existing heuristics is sufficient to 

develop new heuristics. There is no need for a general heuristic-generating mechanism. Such 

a mechanism would be a skyhook, to use Dennett‟s famous term, and as a result would go 

beyond evolution (Dennett 1995). It seems, therefore, that O‟Hear must be assuming some 

skyhook is necessary to explain human ability to transcend existing cognitive limitations. 

Unfortunately for that line of thought, such a skyhook is not only unnecessary but, as Dennett 

shows, ultimately incapable of providing a satisfactory explanation (rather than a merely 

psychologically satisfying one): It falls foul of the same kind of regress counterarguments 

that, for example, plague the cosmological argument (Hume 1779). It is, therefore, fortunate 

that evolution does provide us with the „cranes‟ sufficient to understand how human reason 

could have come to exist. Both evolution and cognition exhibit the same traits, the basic 

reason being that they are both processes of emergence, the only kinds of processes that could 

have led to the appearance of the kind of complexity that is necessary to support conscious, 

rational thought (see Bickhard & Terveen 1995). 

Going further in his criticism, O‟Hear claims that, even if evolution could explain human 

cognitive capacities, it would cast doubt on our ability to obtain “the truth in advanced 

scientific and philosophical investigations”, including concerning evolution itself. According 

to him, therefore, evolutionary theory ultimately undermines itself in much the same way that 

relativist claims that there is no objective truth undermine their own claim to be preferable to 

more objectivist views of truth. O‟Hear‟s position here has two parts. The first is the question 



of whether abilities developed to “help get us round the savannah” can be helpful when 

dealing with quarks or the distinctions between deontology, virtue ethics and 

consequentialism. This point has already been dealt with when it was argued that both science 

and philosophy build upon existing human cognitive abilities by developing novel heuristics 

resulting in a continuum of methods that goes from simple stimulus response to advanced 

logics (see Haack 2005 for an explicitly Peircean rendering of this continuum). This leaves 

the second question; the issue of why we should trust a capacity which evolved to allow us to 

interact in adaptive ways with the environment to provide us with a true description of that 

environment. 

The first thing to be said is that the truth of our beliefs is not normally coincidental to the 

success of the actions we undertake on their basis. The hunter who comes home with a deer‟s 

corpse does so because he was able to locate that deer. Of course, he could have come across 

it by accident, but anything over random success would provide an evolutionary advantage 

and would require that beliefs about where deer may be found to some degree reflected the 

truth. Often it is difficult to express exactly what is true about the beliefs but this problem 

seems to have more to do with the way analytic philosophy attempts to understand mental 

states in terms of propositional attitudes than with any underlying question of accuracy. Yet, 

there are contexts in which it seems plausible that false beliefs are systematically 

advantageous (for a recent discussion of the evolution of false beliefs see McKay & Dennett 

2009 and commentaries, especially Talmont-Kaminski 2009b); indeed, O‟Hear explicitly 

mentions one when he brings up the theist for whom their creed, whatever it happens to be, 

provides great support. The byproduct explanation of religion I mentioned earlier and which 

is put forward by many researchers working within cognitive science of religion is only one 

evolutionary account of religion that is being pursued. Another approach is being developed 

by David Sloan Wilson (2002), who argues that religion is adaptive. Wilson claims that 



religious beliefs, though false, promote behaviour that is prosocial, leading to stronger 

communities that are better able to compete against other communities. It seems quite 

probable that some version of this claim is correct and does not necessarily contradict the 

byproduct account, as the prosocial function of religion is likely to be an exaptation of an 

existing byproduct tendency to treat seriously supernatural claims (Talmont-Kaminski 

forthcoming). This might seem to lend credence to O‟Hear‟s worry that evolved reason is 

unlikely to attain true beliefs. To see why it does not it is necessary to consider some of the 

very special characteristics of religious beliefs. Unlike most beliefs, including the hunter‟s 

belief about deer, the utility of the behaviour motivated by religious beliefs does not depend 

upon the degree to which they accurately describe the world. It does not matter if people 

worship Christ, Zeus or Baal, so long as the communal act of worship helps to sustain 

cohesive faith communities that cooperate on every day of the week, rather than just on 

Sunday. In so far as some religions lead to more advantageous forms of behaviour, it is not 

due to their claims being truer but, simply, due to them being better at motivating prosocial 

behaviour. This divorce of truth and function is made possible by the nature of religious 

claims. False claims concerning deer mean fewer deer steaks for dinner, a readily observed 

result. Whether one faces west or east during prayer does not lead to any regular differences 

in its effectiveness, however. The situation changes, of course, if one‟s community deems a 

particular direction to be the correct one. The flip side of this dissociation is the divide 

between a religious claim and any possible empirical counterevidence. It is no accident that 

religious beliefs typically concern purported spheres of existence whose supposed effect upon 

normal life is either hard to discern or so ambiguous as to fit with any outcome. Indeed, 

successful religions protect their core claims against real world exigencies  not just by having 

largely unfalsifiable content but in two further ways (Talmont-Kaminski 2009a). The first is 

to make investigation of such claims difficult by deeming them sacred. The second is to 



oppose the development of scientific methods, which would increase human capacity to 

investigate the world. Such protection is necessary for two reasons. Firstly, even given how 

limited human cognitive abilities are, beliefs that fly in the face of experience find it difficult 

(though not impossible) to remain stable within any culture. Secondly, for religious beliefs to 

be advantageous they have to motivate behaviour. And behaviour is only effectively 

motivated by claims that people think are true. For this reason, false yet useful beliefs must 

necessarily always remain parasitic upon a basic corpus of beliefs whose utility is a direct 

result of their accuracy.  

We are now almost in the position to see why O‟Hear is wrong to worry about the truth of 

evolutionary theory or of other scientific theories. It is instructive to compare the way 

religions protect their claims against evidence with the scientific attitude that claims must be 

subjected to evidence. Undeniably, the scientific attitude is the far less natural one to have 

(McCauley 2000); the attitudinal conflict between science and religion being far more 

profound than the one on the level of their respective ontologies. Yet, we have found it to be 

far better at getting to true beliefs than the religious approach, whose forte may well have 

been beliefs that gave a selective advantage. Crucially, it is the capacity to apply our cognitive 

abilities to all parts of the world, including our own mental states, that means we are in the 

position to even ask whether particular beliefs are advantageous or, indeed, true. Such a 

critical attitude, however, necessarily requires that we ask whether any particular claim is 

true, including claims about certain beliefs being advantageous. Ultimately, in the course of 

cultural evolution, such a critical, scientific attitude has been found to be very effective at 

spreading itself, even against humanity‟s natural tendency toward supernatural beliefs. In 

short, it might be said that O‟Hear is right to worry that a predilection for useful falsehoods is 

natural to humans but that science, with its focus on sometimes uncomfortable truths, has 

managed to prosper, nevertheless. This success has almost definitely occurred thanks to the 



enormously increased ability to control our environment science has given us and, just like 

any evolutionary change that is adaptive in the short-term, may end up leading us to 

extinction. That possibility is the price of the relativised nature of evolutionary progress, our 

task being to avoid that outcome. 

I do not think that this account of evolved reason will satisfy O‟Hear. A clue to why it will not 

can be found in the part of O‟Hear article I quoted at the beginning of this section. He fears 

that by grasping evolutionary explanations of human reason we lose touch with “ultimate 

reality”. The world of evolution clearly has a „penultimate‟ feel for him. If that is his point, I 

can but agree. There is no reason to think that naturally evolved cognitive abilities should be 

capable of anything more than, to use Wimsatt‟s phrase, step-wise and partial approximations 

to an understanding of the natural world; including, as I have striven to show, an 

understanding of the human tendency to religious behaviour. Certainly, science does not give 

us ultimate knowledge – all scientific knowledge is partial and tentative, subject to later 

revision, rejection or extension. Philosophy‟s (or any other endeavour‟s) occasional claims to 

provide any other kind of knowledge are pure hubris. Were this not the case, the open-ended 

nature of science would have allowed it to encompass that knowledge. This result will not 

fully satisfy O‟Hear‟s desire for ultimate reality. I do not think reality needs an adjective, 

however. 

 

V. Morality 

Following his argument against the claim that evolutionary theory can provide a sound basis 

for an understanding of human reason, O‟Hear moves on to a discussion of the supposed 

ethical implications of evolutionary theory – “let us see what the theory implies about human 

development” he states. Firstly, he suggests that Darwin‟s progressivist evolutionary approach 



provided Darwin (and others, including even Hitler) with a intellectual basis for racism. 

Secondly, he argues that an approach to social policy founded upon an evolutionary basis 

would lead to appalling consequences. Neither of these claims stands up under scrutiny. I 

begin by examining the historical connections between Darwin and Hitler and then consider 

the question of whether evolutionary theory in any way supports racist or eugenic policies. 

Playing the Nazi card is not a line of argument to be used lightly. The attempt to tie something 

one does not approve of to Hitler‟s regime is probably the most overused argumentative 

strategy in non-academic circles, it has even earned its own pig latin title – reductio ad 

Hitlerum. This does not mean, of course, that all arguments of this form are fallacious. The 

particular argument that Hitler‟s virulent racism could be traced back to Darwin has been 

made many times. Mostly, by creationists (Weikart 2004 is one recent example). O‟Hear puts 

the connection in more measured terms than they do: 

In 2011 it is hard not to be disturbed by Darwin’s casual reference to the elimination of 

endless numbers of lower races, and even more by the way this sort of thinking was taken up 

by his followers such as Haeckel and von Treitschke, who in turn influenced Hitler. 

Given that some of my teaching is done inside the area of the Warsaw ghetto, with the rest 

being done only a few kilometres from the site of one of the Nazi concentration camps, terms 

such as „lower races‟ are definitely something I find disturbing. Yet, nothing much of 

philosophical interest follows from whether we find something disturbing. If this were all that 

O‟Hear was claiming, therefore, mentioning Hitler would definitely amount to nothing more 

than an attempt to tar Darwin with the same brush. The claim that lends O‟Hear‟s accusation 

more weight is the added claim that Darwin influenced Hitler‟s thinking. For this, however, 

there is less than no evidence. If we consider Darwin, we must realise that his language, 

appalling as it sounds in places to modern ears, was merely the language of his times. Indeed, 



Darwin‟s attitudes appear to have been admirably liberal compared to his contemporaries. 

Also, the progressivism that O‟Hear claims motivated Hitler is not to be found within Darwin, 

as I have already shown. In so far as Hitler might have been influenced by progressivist views 

of biology they are more likely to have their source with Heinrich Georg Bronn who in 

translating The Origin of Species into German inserted his own progressivist views (for an 

introduction to the literature concerning Bronn‟s role see Meyer 2009). On the other hand, 

reading Mein Kampf it is clear that Hitler did not believe in Darwinian evolution. Firstly, he 

never mentions Darwin. Secondly, his very rare use of the term „evolution‟ is the colloquial 

one that is synonymous to „progress‟. Thirdly, his views as to the origin of humanity appear to 

be traditionally creationist: For it was by the Will of God that men were made of a certain 

bodily shape, were given their natures and their faculties. (Hitler Mein Kampf: volume 2, 

chapter 10). One could just as well talk about how disturbing it is in 2011 to read Christ‟s 

speech regarding coming not to bring peace but to bring a sword and how this thinking was 

taken up by his followers including Paul of Tarsus, who in turn influenced Hitler. Given that 

anti-Semitism in Europe predates evolutionary theory by many centuries and was a major, 

permanent part of christian ideology until after the Shoah, such a connection is much easier to 

defend. Likewise, the traditional christian picture of a ladder of being is much more condign 

to racist interpretations than Darwin‟s actual theory. Yet, to declare Christianity responsible 

for Hitler‟s crimes would also miss the point, even if only partly. On the one hand, the sources 

of Hitler‟s individual anti-Semitism are much more complex. On the other hand, the tendency 

toward xenophobia, unfortunately, appears to be a deeply ingrained human trait whose 

existence can be understood given its utility in maintaining cohesive social groups in our 

ancestral environment. Given their shared social role, it is hardly surprising that in many 

places xenophobia and religion came to be connected in an all-too-often toxic mix.  



Rather than getting trapped in a discussion of the historical connections between Hitler and 

Darwin, however, it is much more useful to consider the basic question of whether the policy 

implications of evolutionary theory are unacceptable. To do that, however, it is necessary to 

first ask what Darwin‟s theory entails concerning how people ought to behave. The answer is 

simple – it entails nothing. To think otherwise is to fall straight into the naturalist fallacy – an 

error that would be particularly astonishing for someone of as much an antinaturalist tenor as 

O‟Hear. Evolutionary theory is a scientific description of the causal interrelations between 

physical events, just like the theory of gravity. And, just like the theory of gravity, it does not 

tell us how we should react to these facts. It is a fundamental, though common, 

misunderstanding of evolutionary theory to think that it provides a justification for either 

eugenics or racialism. One might just as well think that the theory of gravity entails that we 

should all jump off a bridge, however. 

It might be argued, still, that even though evolutionary theory does not actually counsel any 

particular policy choices, it reveals a choice between policies that are inhuman and options 

whose consequences are even less palatable. A more charitable interpretation of O‟Hear‟s 

argument would be, therefore, that evolutionary theory presents us with the unenviable choice 

of either eugenics or a slow slide into decrepitude due to soft living that allows inferior 

individuals to survive and pass on their genes. In that case, however, we should simply ask 

whether evolutionary theory is correct in its implications. If it were, we could not avoid 

making a choice between them and it would be better to make the choice knowingly, in which 

case we should be glad that Darwin revealed to us the bad news. If evolutionary theory was 

incorrect, on the other hand, the problem would not be one of ethics but of scientific accuracy. 

Either way, the correct response would be to evaluate the evidence and then to let our 

morality guide us to the best response to the situation revealed by the evidence – not to shoot 

the Darwinian messenger. As it is, however, only a very naive account of evolutionary theory 



might be thought to lead to the stark choice outlined above. Of course, due to its fundamental 

role within the life sciences (including the social sciences), naive accounts of evolution 

abound in popular culture and are often used for various aims that have nothing to do with 

actual science. Yet we must never confuse the two. The real science of genetics shows that 

eugenics programmes will almost definitely fail since most genetic disorders are recessive and 

recessive genes are common. So common that a eugenics programme which would seek to 

eliminate „bad‟ genes would have to eliminate all of us since we all carry some such recessive 

genes (and this does not even take into further complications such as genes that are beneficial 

in their recessive form). Also, real genetics shows that notions of race are culturally 

constructed rather than reflecting any underlying biological reality. There is no nonarbitrary 

way to distinguish particular large groups of people who are more closely genetically related. 

 

VI. A World for People 

Underlying O‟Hear‟s objections seems to be a fear that, were Darwin right, the world would 

be shown to be immoral. Far from it, however, it is evolutionary theory that has explored 

selective processes which explain how morality has come to exist. Robert Trivers (1971) has 

developed the notion of reciprocal altruism which helps us to understand why organisms enter 

into stable mutualist relationships. W.D. Hamilton‟s (1968) work on kin selection has 

provided a formalised account explaining the willingness of some individuals to even give up 

their lives for the good of their family. Elliot Sober and D.S. Wilson (1998) have used a 

multilevel selection model to argue that co-operation between group members may be 

explained in terms of the selective advantage it grants on the group level. At the same time, it 

is zoology that shows the world of non-human animals to be a fecund source of examples of 

individuals acting upon instincts that it would be mere human chauvinism not to call noble. 



The objections that all of this work has nothing to do with the way humans choose to sacrifice 

their own good for that of others misses the point. People are capable of real altruism, 

unmotivated by possible future gain or whether the person helped is a member of the 

community or the family. But that is a matter of the psychological mechanism – in 

evolutionary terms: a proximate explanation. The explanations given by Trivers and the 

others, however, work one level up, being concerned with the question of whether particular 

kinds of behaviour would spread due to selective advantage. They do not necessarily concern 

themselves with the mechanisms which might cause that behaviour. An ability of empathise 

with others and a willingness to help them without much thought for oneself, such as people 

sometimes exhibit, would be a fine mechanism to achieve such behaviour in the human 

ancestral environment. It isn‟t just humans that do not consider the evolutionary consequences 

of their actions, after all. Having evolved a moral sense and the consciousness to consider it, 

however, we are no longer the blind pawns of evolution, even though we are still subject to its 

laws. A personal example seems most appropriate at this juncture. I have at this time one 

daughter, whom I love and treasure more than anything else in this world. The evolutionary 

reasons for why a mammalian parent should so cherish their offspring are well known to me 

and I am certain they apply, just the same, in my case. Yet, this fact no more changes my love 

than the fact that the Mona Lisa is made of paint strokes on a canvas alters its beauty. If 

anything, it makes it all the more precious, for the reasons suggested in O‟Hear‟s quote from 

Monod and so powerfully spelled out in Matthew Arnold‟s „Dover Beach‟. There is no 

universal progress in evolution and there are no universal values. Yet, there is a real morality 

that is tied to our way of life as fragile, evolved, and social beings. The facts delimit our 

options but do not free us of the need to make choices. 

O‟Hear‟s own alternative is to call forth upon the strong anthropic principle, i.e. it would have 

been so improbable for us to come about by accident that the reason the universe exists must 



be to create us. But, it is simultaneously too strong to be plausible and too weak to achieve 

what he requires (as numerous discussions of its use by creationists have suitably shown). On 

the one hand, to make the principle plausible, O‟Hear would have to be able to sensibly talk 

about all of the possible universes and to claim that he is able to know in which of them 

intelligent life would evolve. Yet, it is not even clear what sense of „possible‟ is being referred 

to here, since it can not be physical possibility that is under consideration. On the other hand,  

if we do accept the principle, there does not seem to be any principled way to distinguish 

between different senses of „us‟. Of course, normally the principle is thought to refer to 

intelligent beings but why stop there? It is more improbable that the intelligent beings be 

humans and it is even more improbable that the intelligent beings be the particular set of 

individuals currently alive. Does this mean that the reason the universe was created was so 

that I should exist? The hubris is breath-taking. At the same time, even accepting the principle 

in its more usual form, all we have is the conclusion that intelligent life is the reason for the 

existence of this universe. Any step taken beyond this conclusion, beyond “purely 

physicalistic terms”, is groundless – a skyhook – and therefore incapable of providing a real 

explanation, as has already been noted previously. Even with the strong anthropic principle in 

place, one needs to explain how intelligent life came to develop, and either intelligent life can 

be explained in terms of processes of emergence or it can not be explained at all. Even if the 

strong anthropic principle was, per impossibile, thought to explain the why of intelligent life, 

you still need evolution to explain the how. Thankfully, the theory of evolution is perfectly 

capable of doing that, as well as helping to explain why anthropocentric ideas that treat 

reasons as more fundamental than causes, such as the strong anthropic principle, will be 

intuitively attractive to humans. 

 

VII. Conclusion 



The human condition – as revealed by scientific investigations and rendered clear by 

evolutionary theory – is not that of a fortunate race at the peak of creation, basking in a 

womb-like world made with it in mind. Darwin did not attempt to present humanity in this 

way, eschewing the progressivism that plagued the nineteenth century and which still afflicts 

the imaginations of many. The theory he did develop has proved extraordinarily powerful, 

being able to explain a range of phenomena from across what had previously been thought to 

be widely disparate sciences. Indeed, it is only now with the breaking down of the wall 

between the Geisteswissenschaften and the Naturewissenschaften, made possible by recent 

work in evolutionary explanations of human behaviour, that the true potential of Darwin‟s 

thought is finally being realised. Vitally, this work makes it possible to properly understand 

emergent phenomena such as cognition and value that previously could not be accounted for 

as anything but primitive elements of reality. Most fascinatingly, perhaps, it makes it possible 

to understand the very tendencies that make it difficult for human minds to fully accept our 

evolutionary heritage. As such, Darwin‟s theory of evolution stands at the centre of 

naturalised philosophy. 
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