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larry Arnhart’s message, stated in
the first line of his book, is that
“conservatives need Charles
Darwin.” But Darwinian
Conservatism, like his earlier book
Darwinian Natural Right (1998),
shows that they need Larry Arnhart
just as badly. His new book is an
important reform tract:a plea to fel-
low conservatives not only to see
the danger of hitching their wagon
to the falling star of “intelligent
design”, but also to realize that the
left has no legitimate claim to the
Iaurels of scientific rationaliry,

First things first: Arnhart
deserves praise for rejecting the
notion that science is somehow
neutral toward politics or morality.
If politics is to solve human prob-
lemis, then it must be based on an
understanding of what humans are,
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and what they need to survive and
to flourish. Unfortunately, many sci-
entists are so eager to keep science
strictly separated from messy parti-
san conflicts that they claim biolo-
gy has nothing to say about ethics
or politics. This is silly, Evolution is
the most robust explanation of
human nature ever devised, and
any political philosophy that hopes
to be more than dream talk must
ultimately be based on that
account. Evolutionary science
holds out the possibility of found-
ing politics not on arbitrary value
assumptions or cultural relativism,
but on humanity’s objectively
ascertainable qualities and needs.
Take property rights, for example.
Previous generations thought of
property as part of the divine order
of the universe. That answer is no

longer attractive after Darwin, but

neither is the equally. contrived
answer, common on the left, that
property is just a conventional
institution that can be altered or
revised by wise burcaucrats in the
service of noble goals, Like Richard
Pipes (1999), Arnhart argues that
property rights are a patural need
of human beings, rooted in our bio-
logical nature, and that they have
evolved alongside our physical
nature (pages 31, 59-67). He makes
the same argument about nineteen
other “natural desires” which origi-
nate in “a universal human nature,”
and “motivate [our] moral judg-
ment” (page 26). These desires, he
continues, are conservatism's chief
concerns, and they are not of
supernatural origin, but are the
product of evolution. In short,
“Natural law is not a ‘myth. It is a
rationally observable and scientifi-
cally verifiable fact” (Arnhart and
others 2000).

It is unfortunate for conser.
vatism that this argument is so
unusual. All Arnhart seems to be
saying is that conservative values
can be grounded in nature, not just
myth.Yet conservatism has labored
long under the assumption that we
need a special magic spark to give

us moral significance, Science,
according to such conservative
mainstays as Russell Kirk (1985:
419), Robert Nisbet (1990), or
Richard Weaver (Young 1995:
108-10), leads to a “mechanistic”
universe populated by “mere atom-
istic individuals” who live a grace-
less life of cost-benefit analysis.
But Arnhart argues that there is no
need for magic to make us moral
creatures, Morality is a function of
(evolved) human nature; “Because
normal human beings have the
human nature that they do, which
includes propensities to moral
emaotions, they predictably react to

~ certain facts with strong feelings of

approval or disapproval, and the
generalizations of these feelings
across a society constitute their
moral judgments” (page 44).

But while human nature, and its
moral aspects, are not handed
down from On High, neither are
they arbitrary matters of conven-
tion., Throughout the twentieth
century, political thinkers on the
left have regarded human nature as
a function of culture, meaning that
it can be changed to serve society’s
nceds. John Dewey, for example,
argued that an individual’s person-
ality is “something achieved ...
with the aid and support of condi-
tions, cultural and physical,” and
that modern liberalism sought the
“positive construction of favorable
institutions, legal, political and eco-
nomic” by which individual per-
sonality could be formulated, not
just liberated (Dewey 1935). In
some ways, this Progressive atti-
tude was a consecquence of
“Darwin’s overthrow of essential-
ism” (Dennett 1995: 39), since it
seemed to prove that there was no
unique thing to differentiate
humans from the rest of the uni-
verse, and therefore, that there was
no such thing as unchanging cate-
gories in politics or morality. Right
and wrong, justice and injustice,
private and public, could be what-
ever people decided. As Louis
Menand puts it, Progressives reject-
ed the idea that “there exists some
order, invisible to us, whose logic
we transgress at our peril”
(Menand 2000: 439), and adopted
anything-goes nominalism instead,

But there is an important way in
which evolution does not over-
throw essentialistn (Matson 1984:









