
BOOK REVIEW OF SUBJECTS OF THE WORLD: DARWIN'S RHETORIC AND THE STUDY OF AGENCY IN NATURE    1

Working copy: may differ from final version. Contact author for comments: f.bouchard@umontreal.ca

(12/09/2012)

EBOOK/PREPRINT SPECIAL COMMENTS. This is a working copy (draft or 
preprint): It may differ from final published version and should not be quoted 
nor referenced. Copyrights belong to the author and may have been 
transferred to the final publication venue. Please consult 
http://www.fredericbouchard.org for links to the final published version.

Ceci est une version de travail (brouillon ou version prépublication): elle peut 
différer de la version publiée finale et ne devrait donc pas servir pour les 
besoins de citations. Les droits d'auteur appartiennent à l'auteur et ont pu être 
transférés à l'éditeur. Veuillez consulter http://www.fredericbouchard.org 
pour obtenir le lien à la version définitive publiée.

Frédéric Bouchard
Département de philosophie
Université de Montréal
f.bouchard@umontreal.ca

http://www.fredericbouchard.org/
mailto:f.bouchard@umontreal.ca
http://www.fredericbouchard.org/


BOOK REVIEW OF SUBJECTS OF THE WORLD: DARWIN'S RHETORIC AND THE STUDY OF AGENCY IN NATURE    2

BOOK REVIEW OF SUBJECTS OF THE WORLD: DARWIN'S  
RHETORIC AND THE STUDY OF AGENCY IN NATURE  

Final version is published in The Quarterly Review of Biology,  Vol. 86, No. 1 (March 2011)  
(pp. 37-38)

HTTP://WWW.JSTOR.ORG/STABLE/10.1086/658413     

FRÉDÉRIC BOUCHARD
DÉPARTEMENT DE PHILOSOPHIE, UNIVERSITÉ DE MONTRÉAL, P.O. BOX 6128, STATION CENTRE-VILLE, 

MONTRÉAL, QUÉBEC, CANADA H3C 3J7; EMAIL: F.BOUCHARD@UMONTREAL.CA  ; 
WWW.FREDERICBOUCHARD.ORG   

BOOK REVIEW OF PAUL SHELDON DAVIES SUBJECTS OF THE WORLD: DARWIN'S RHETORIC AND THE STUDY OF  
AGENCY IN NATURE.  BY PAUL SHELDON DAVIES.  CHICAGO (ILLINOIS):  UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS. 
$40.00. VII + 259 P.; ILL.; INDEX. ISBN: 978-0-226-13762-9. 2009.

Naturalism argues that the best way to make sense of reality is to ground one's assumptions in 

our best current scientific understanding. In philosophy, this translates into providing ways for 

explaining away many traditional issues in metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics. In P.S. 

Davies' bracing book, we get a resounding manifesto for naturalism, in particular as it pertains 

to our perceived free will (Davies argues that this concept is otiose). His is not the first 

naturalistic manifesto, but it is arguably one of the most trenchant. He focuses on cognitive 

psychology and how it explains many of our epistemic biases. There is very little evolutionary 

theory in this book; the Darwinian rhetoric advertised in the book's subtitle refers simply to the 

fact that Darwin often hints at our lack of imagination in how we trace the origin and nature of 

our core beliefs. Davies' goal is to take up this insight anew using what he calls ‘directives’ 

which are heuristic principles that should guide philosophical inquiry. The most contentious 

directive is the “Dubious by descent” directive (DD) that assumes that any and all concepts that 

do not have purely naturalistic foundations will be explained away and should therefore be 

bracketed from discussion.  However, the DD directive is ultimately too uncompromising and 

this weakens the broader appeal and plausibility of some of the arguments presented in the book. 

History of science is riddled with successful theories that were motivated by questionable 

cosmological beliefs (e.g. Newton's alchemy). Should we have used the DD directive to jettison 
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positive scientific contributions grounded in error? Davies’ eliminativist knife will be too sharp 

for the unconverted. For this reason, this book will not agree with many readers (but after all, 

few philosophy books do). Most non-philosophers will wonder what the fuss is about. Non-

naturalistic philosophers will not entertain any of Davies' directives since naturalism is adopted 

mostly by fiat. The right audience is probably the growing naturalistic philosophers’ community 

(the discussion on teleology and functions in particular is very helpful). Whether 'naturalists' 

will accept Davies' challenge (i.e. most of you are not 'good' naturalists) as constructive remains 

to be seen, but the gauntlet has been cast and it deserves being picked up. Davies reminds us that 

being a coherent naturalist is a serious and difficult philosophical project; as such this 

stimulating book should be read by all philosophers interested in the implications of naturalism.
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