RELIGION & PHILOSOPHY

The New Natural
Philosophers

“The New Darwinian Naturalism in Political
Theory” by Larry Arnhart, in American Political
Science Review (June 1995), American Political Science
Assn., 1527 New Hampshire Ave. N.W., Washington,
D.C. 20036.

Most modern political theorists, like social
scientists in general, reject out of hand the
possibility that human behavior—as well as
morality—has roots in biology. Nature, they
insist, is nothing next to nurture in the for-
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mation of human beings.

But recently, writes Arnhart, a professor
of political science at Northern Illinois Uni-
versity, political scientists such as Robert J.
McShea, author of Morality and Human Na-
ture (1990), and James Q. Wilson, author of
The Moral Sense (1993), have been reassert-
ing the importance of biology—and reopen-
ing some fundamental debates.

“One of the most pervasive assumptions
in the social sciences,” Arnhart writes, “is
that there is an unbridgeable gap between is
and ought.” What is belongs to nature; what




ought to be is a product of reason. Often
mistakenly attributed to David Hume, this
dualistic view was formulated by Immanuel
Kant, who used it as an argument against
the sort of ethical naturalism developed by
Hume. “If we agree with Kant that the
‘moral ought’ belongs to an utterly autono-
mous realm of human experience that tran-
scends the natural world,” Arnhart notes,
“then we would have to say that any move
from human nature to human morality is
mistaken. But if we agree with Hume that
moral obligation is grounded in natural
human sentiments or desires, then we
would have to say that human morality
must be rooted in human nature.”
Thus, James Q. Wilson—taking cues from
Aristotle and Hume as well as Charles Darwin
‘and modern genetic science—argues that
natural selection may have promoted a psy-
chological propensity to “attachment” or “af-
filiation,” which -enhanced reproductive fit-
ness by inclining parents to care for their
young. Out of this natural phenomenon, in
Wilson’s view, grew more generalized senti-
ments of “sympathy” and “benevolence,”
which form the basis of abstract ideas about
ethics. Human values, Robert McShea main-
tains, arise from reflections on natural human
feelings. If that is so, Arnhart says, then there
is no absolute gap between is and ought.
“Kant’s primary argument for a radical
separation of the natural is and the moral
ought,” he observes, was that all moral judg-

ment required “freedom of the will.” Moral
freedom was freedom from nature. But for
Aristotle, Hume, and Darwin, Arnhart
points out, “the uniqueness of human beings
as moral agents requires not a free will that
transcends nature but a natural capacity to
deliberate about one’s desires.” If choice is
what matters, he says, then there is no abso-
lute gap between nature and freedom.

In practical terms, accepting the biologi-
cal origins of moral thought opens many
doors. Instead of an absolute gap between
nature and nurture, there is a complex inter-
play between them. Many psychologists as-
sume that the effects of parental care on chil-
dren demonstrate that nurture is more im-
portant in human development than nature.
But Arnhart notes that recent research in be-
havioral genetics (largely based on adoption
and twin studies) “indicates how the natu-
ral temperament of the child shapes the so-
cial environment. . . . Successful parenting is
not the imposition of external norms on the
child but the cultivation of the child’s innate
potential.”

The false dichotomies between facts and
values, freedom and nature, and nurture
and nature, Arnhart says, have kept the so-
cial sciences separate from the natural sci-
ences. If the new Darwinian naturalists
carry the day, he concludes, then social sci-
ence “could become once again—as it was
for Aristotle, Hume, and Darwin—the sci-
ence of human nature.”

SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY & ENVIRONMENT

The Science of
Sex Differences

“Sex Differences in Mental Test Scores, Variability,
and Numbers of High-Scoring Individuals” by Larry
V. Hedges and Amy Nowell, in Science (July 7, 1995),

1333 H St. N.W., Washington, D.C. 20005.

More men than women do extremely well on
intelligence tests. Does that mean the average

man is smarter than the average woman? Not
at all, say Hedges, a professor of education at
the University of Chicago, and Nowell, a
graduate student there. But the disparity may
pose problems for efforts to equalize the num-
ber of male and female scientists.

Six national surveys of adolescents and
young adults conducted between 1960 and
1992 generally showed little difference in the
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