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All the real work at scientific and philo-
sophical meetings, one often hears, gets
done in hall-ways between lectures or at
restaurants in the eve-nings. Forget about the
announced program. What you really take
home will not be found on the official
schedule. It’s in the informal discussions.

This book, a well-edited series of conver-
sations with leading philosophers and
biologists seems to take as its point of
departure the significance of the informal
spoken insight. Although Plato’s Socrates
may not fully resemble the Socrates of
history, we can be pretty certain that oral
dialectic was the preferred method at the
birth of Western philosophy.

Thus Werner Callebaut (a Belgian
philosopher of science) wasn’t falling very

far from the Greek tree when he persuaded
the likes of biolo-gists Richard Lewontin
and Richard Levins or philosophers Michael
Ruse and Elliott Sober to talk with him at
length about their views on such subjects as
the mind, reductionism or the crea-tion/
evolution controversy. Armed with a tape
recorder, a good knowledge of the literature,
and a list of questions, Callebaut originally
obtained and used the interviews for a series
of radio broadcasts.

However, on reviewing the transcripts,
he realized that the results could be edited
together into something transcending his
first intention.

The participants were then allowed to
revise or expand their remarks, making the
final product partly actual transcript and
partly later revisions (albeit conversational
in tone). Callebaut also includes biographi-
cal sketches and photographs of each partici-
pant.



The book is a browser’s dream, marked
by a fair amount of gossip and blunt talk. It’s
clear that philosophers Bruno Latour and
Philip Kitcher, for example, both at the
University of California, San Diego, have
little affection for each other’s ideas. The
topics on the table for all participants flow
(somewhat loosely) from the “return of
naturalism:”

Naturalism as a philosophical
movement claims that whatever
exists or happens in the world is
susceptible to explanation by natural
scientific methods; it denies that
there is or could be anything which
lies in principle beyond the scope of
scientific explanation (p.xv).

While naturalism of this sort may glad-
den the hearts of many readers of OR, it will
bewilder or infuriate many others. For those
readers, moving through this book is there-
fore like a visit to alien territory and quite
useful for seeing what a philosopher means
when he claims to be able to explain (for
instance) how moral categories evolved, how
our knowledge of the world has an evolu-
tionary basis, or how the mind can be re-
duced to neurophysiology.

For the non-evolutionist it is remarkable
how broadly evolutionary theory is seen (by
these participants) as informing one or
another aspect of scientific or philosophical
knowledge. Remarkable, or perhaps fright-
ening: how could a theory so plagued by
difficulties (from the non-evolutionist’s
perspective) pass muster with otherwise very
bright and skeptical thinkers?

The answer must lie with the power of
the premise of naturalism. It is the
Archidemean point on which the rest is

moved. Reject naturalism, and the evolution-
ary understanding of the world is soon to
follow. Retain naturalism, and evolution is
indispensable.



