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1
Introduction 

The background to this paper is as follows.  In 1998 Glen Whitman published a paper in Constitutional Political Economy called ‘Hayek contra Pangloss on Evolutionary Systems’.  At the same time and unaware of Whitman’s work, I posted my draft PhD chapter ‘Friedrich Hayek: a Panglossian evolutionary theorist’ (Denis, 2001, contains the final version) on my web page.  Alain Albert (personal communication), having read the PhD chapter, drew my attention to Whitman’s article, and the result was a paper ‘Was Hayek a Panglossian Evolutionary Theorist?  A Reply to Whitman’ in the same journal in 2002.  This in turn led to Whitman’s ‘Hayek Contra Pangloss: A Rejoinder’, also in Constitutional Political Economy, in December 2003.  Now read on …
At the end of his rejoinder, Whitman summarises his refutation of my criticisms thus:  

Denis’s “proof” of Hayek’s Panglossianism relies on an overbroad definition of Panglossian, a misunderstanding of group selection theory, and an incomplete understanding of the nested character of evolutionary processes.  (Whitman, 2003: 337)

The substantive sections of Whitman’s paper are entitled ‘What Does Group Selection Imply?’ and ‘What Is Hayek’s Position on Laissez Faire?’.  These, too, indicate points of difference between us.  This response will consider each of these five points in turn.  However, another matter must be dealt with first.  

A topic which has arisen repeatedly, in print, in seminar and conference presentations and in personal communication, in discussion of the issues addressed in the exchange between Whitman and me, concerns the contribution of Sober and Wilson’s (1998) book on the evolution of cooperation, Unto Others.  This response will therefore reinstate a section of my original paper (2002) which was removed in the refereeing process, dealing with the bearing I believe that book to have on the issues.  Because of its important scene-setting function, this section will come first.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the upshot of my consideration of these points is that the verdict on Hayek must remain one of ‘guilty’ on the charge of Panglossianism.  

2
Have Sober and Wilson rescued group selection?

 

In this section I take up the issue of whether Sober and Wilson (1998) have rescued the notion of group selection deployed by Hayek.  Clearly, if they have, then much of the argument of Denis (2002) collapses.  Now, Sober and Wilson certainly perform a signal service by clarifying the conditions under which what we might legitimately call ‘group selection’ could be sustained, and ruling out crude, reductionist readings of Darwinian writers such as Dawkins.  For present purposes I will finesse the issue of whether the topic of Sober and Wilson’s book is really ‘unselfish’ behaviour: whatever the outcome of that dispute I think (and hope) that we can agree that the book is about the evolution of cooperation, that is, it explores the circumstances in which cooperation is the outcome of individual self-seeking behaviour.  It is individually advantageous to engage in cooperation when the benefits accruing to oneself as a result of the cooperative behaviour exceed its costs.  This can happen, for example, when membership of the group of cooperators is a function of one’s own propensity to cooperate.  In economic terms, cooperation can arise spontaneously when the externality generated by cooperation is internalised.  

 

Once this is understood, a sensible investigation of ‘group selection’ can begin.  Group selection can take place when there is variation between groups, with some exhibiting more, and some less, cooperative behaviour on the part of individual group members, and where such cooperative individual behaviour is underpinned by some mechanism ensuring that cooperation is in the interest of self-seeking individuals.  Then more cooperative groups will tend to displace less cooperative ones: cooperative behaviour is selected for.  There is nothing in this which contradicts Darwinianism of the Dawkins variety.  Indeed, selfish organism theory is a variety of group selection where the group is the community of genes embodied in the organism, as Dawkins makes clear – and as Sober and Wilson concede he makes clear: ‘group selection is a question about vehicles’ (1998: 92) – though, somehow, Dawkins’s view here is transmuted into a ‘concession’ to group selectionism.  The opposition of Darwinians to ‘group selection’ is not to the idea that such mechanisms, reconciling individual and group interests may exist, but to the Panglossian notion propagated by Wynne-Edwards and his followers, such as Hayek, that group selection can exist in the absence of such mechanisms.  

 

The critical link between individual and group interest is what I will call connation.  It is worth quoting Dawkins, from The Extended Phenotype, at length on the issue:  

 

each gene is fighting only its alleles at the same locus, and it will unite with genes at other loci only in so far as doing so assists it in its selfish war against its own alleles.  A fluke gene may ‘unite’ with other fluke genes in this way but, equally, if it was convenient to do so, it might unite with particular snail genes.  And if it remains true that snail genes are in practice selected to work together with each other and against an opposing gang of fluke genes, the reason is only that snail genes tend to gain from the same events in the world as do other snail genes.  Fluke genes tend to gain from other events.  And the real reason why snail genes stand to gain from the same events as each other, while fluke genes stand to gain from a different set of events, is simply this: all snail genes share the same route into the next generation – snail gametes.  All fluke genes, on the other hand, must use a different route, fluke cercariae, to get into the next generation.  It is this fact alone which ‘unites’ snail genes against fluke genes and vice versa.  If it were the case that the parasite genes passed out of the host’s body inside the host’s gametes, things might be very different.  The interests of host genes and parasite genes … would then be very much closer than in the case of fluke and snail.  (Dawkins, 1989: 221-222; my emphasis)

 

This ‘sharing the same route’ – what I call connation – is absolutely critical.  The difference between parasitism and symbiosis, between a liver fluke and a mitochondrion, rests on shared destiny.  The mitochondrion can only place copies of itself in the next generation by aiding its host, the animal cell; the liver fluke is not so restricted and exploits its host, damaging its host’s interests to its own advantage.  So we need to think about the routes to the future available to social structures, the phenotypic expression of meme complexes.  Clearly, those routes are utterly different from the route by which humans reproduce and so those meme complexes cannot be relied upon spontaneously to share interests with humans.  The meme complexes embodied in the social institutions which emerge spontaneously can be expected sometimes to be symbiotic with, and sometimes parasitic on, their human hosts.  Some interesting examples are given in Blackmore (1999).  

 

If the social institutions which emerge spontaneously from the evolutionary process can be parasitic, then the presumption in favour of a laissez-faire policy framework is undermined.  Spontaneously emerging forms may need to be modified or replaced by institutions adapted to human interests.  In this context, we can return to the question at the heart of this exchange: is Hayek a Panglossian evolutionary theorist?  Hayek invokes ‘group selection’ – but is it a form of ‘group selection’ consistent with Darwinian, Dawkinsian thought, or does it rather, as Hayek himself clearly believes, stand in the Wynne-Edwards tradition?  Given Hayek’s belief, his assumption without explanation or justification, that institutions are selected ‘on the basis of their human survival-value’, rather than on the basis of their meme-complex survival value, the conclusion has to be that nothing in Sober and Wilson gives cause to modify our verdict, that Hayek’s evolutionary theory is, indeed, Panglossian.  The last word here goes to Sober and Wilson: against ‘group-level functionalism’ they warn that 

 

One can never simply assume that higher-level units such as cultures, societies or biological ecosystems must be well-functioning organic wholes.  Higher-level functionalism always requires special conditions and is vulnerable to subversion from within. (Sober and Wilson 1998: 11)

 

3
Does Denis (2002) rely on an ‘overbroad definition of Panglossian’?
Whitman:

Any proposition of the form “X has property Y” can be falsified by changing the definition of X or Y.  That is precisely the tack Denis (2002) has taken to refute my proposition in Whitman (1998) that Friedrich Hayek was not a Panglossian evolutionary theorist:  he changes the meaning of Panglossian … Denis introduces his own notion of Panglossianism, of which he also “convicts” Hayek, that says we live in a world with an internal tendency toward improvement … Denis implies that group selectionism is the proper definition of Panglossian … [this] reflects a serious misconception about how group selection works.  (Whitman, 2003: 335-336)

There is a procedural point here, an interpretative one, and a substantive one.  I will address the former first.  Whitman’s original article is a defence of Hayek against the charge of ‘Panglossianism’.  It is perfectly in order for scholars to attempt to clarify the meaning of the charge.  In my reply (Denis, 2002) I make a suggestion as to the appropriate meaning of the term when we criticise Hayek.  Whitman might disagree with me that what I suggest is the relevant meaning which we should be discussing – and it is perfectly in order for him to present an argument as to why a particular meaning of the charge is irrelevant.  But it is not in order for him to criticise me for ‘implying’ that it is ‘the proper definition’.  It is not for the defence to pick and choose amongst the possible meanings of the words on the charge sheet; their task is to defend their client from the charges actually levelled against them, not from some other charges which might look more inviting to the defence.  

Whitman cites me as proposing two definitions of the term Panglossian, (1) ‘we live in a world with an internal tendency toward improvement’, and (2) ‘group selectionism is the proper definition of Panglossian’.  The second, and only the second, of these proposed definitions correctly represents my views.  Whitman’s rejection of my criticism of Hayek for group-selection Panglossianism forms the substantive issue just referred to and will be dealt with in the next section.  The idea that I identify as Panglossian any theory of cultural evolution ‘with an internal tendency towards improvement’ constitutes the interpretative issue and we’ll confront that here.  

Whitman writes that it is in connection with the link I draw between Hayek’s Panglossianism and his laissez-faire policy prescription that 

Denis’s unprecedented definition of Panglossianism as belief in a tendency toward improvement … enters the picture … Thus, anyone who claims that cultural evolution tends (however imperfectly) to produce improvements in the human condition qualifies as Panglossian.  (Whitman, 2003: 337)  

To support his claim Whitman cites a passage from my reply: ‘[W]hat is required [for an evolutionary theory to be Panglossian] is that it tends to generate results which serve human purposes, not that it achieves those results perfectly or instantaneously’ (Denis, 2002: 283).  

This is perhaps the most important point in the rejoinder, and it deserves careful consideration.  Whitman’s claim is that my definition of Panglossian is that ‘cultural evolution tends (however imperfectly) to produce improvements in the human condition’.  Clearly, if I am indeed saying that, then I’m saying something very silly, since rather obviously there have been systematic improvements in the human condition over the last few centuries.  Even Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto recognised that.  So let’s look at what I actually said:

the issue is not whether Hayek is guilty of Panglossianism in the sense of believing that all is for the best in the world we inhabit, but whether his theory of cultural evolutionary processes is Panglossian. As the title of Whitman’s article [‘Hayek contra Pangloss on Evolutionary Systems’] shows, and as we would expect of an Austrian economist, what is at issue is process not end state.  (Denis, 2002: 285, note 2)

Such a standpoint [one based on the naturalistic fallacy] is Panglossian: if evolution leads to an institutional structure which has been selected for its beneficial influence on human societies, then certainly there will be excellent reason to leave that inherited institutional structure alone.  (Denis, 2002: 279)

Hayek’s standpoint is not Panglossian [Whitman claims]. But Hayek here is clearly saying that cultural rules tend to be selected for human survival-value – the outcome in each case, however, may for extraneous reasons be suboptimal on this score, and hence subject to critical scrutiny. Nevertheless, the tendency for selection according to human survival-value is in place and hence the critical scrutiny he alludes to can only be a matter of details, not of substance. The process itself is immune from such scrutiny.  (Denis, 2002: 280-281)

Hayek says that ‘we must use economic analysis to show how spontaneous rules lead to desirable social outcomes’ – not, we should note, to enquire whether they do this, but to show that they do so. That spontaneous processes lead to human-favourable outcomes is taken for granted. It is what ‘we need to show’. That is Panglossianism.  (Denis, 2002: 281)

And of course, there is the passage which Whitman quotes
.  The latter passage is perhaps less clear, more implicit, than the others, as it was addressed to a different purpose: to demolish Whitman’s apparent claim that Panglossianism would require instantaneous optimality.  

The message of these passages is this.  We can regard spontaneous processes as being in some way human-favourable (with Hayek, and all kinds of deists and invisible hand-merchants), or as being blind and pitilessly indifferent (with Dawkins)
.  Whitman’s job here is to defend Hayek against the charge clearly levelled against him: it is inappropriate and only muddies the water to interpret what I wrote as something I plainly do not mean.  Given Hayek’s own words, Whitman can hardly deny that he (Hayek) believes that spontaneous processes are human-favourable.  So he should explain why that is not Panglossian – a difficult task, indeed – not confuse the issue by suggesting that I have a silly definition of ‘Panglossian’.  

Given the play that Whitman has made of it, it is worth examining why ‘cultural evolution tends … to produce improvements in the human condition’ is different from ‘spontaneous processes are human-favourable’.  They are different in two ways.  (1) the process of ‘cultural evolution’ is a mix of spontaneous and non-spontaneous processes; to say that it has produced some good results is not the same as claiming that those good results are mainly the consequence of the spontaneous component.  It is the latter which is Hayek’s position, and what I am criticising in the paper.  This does not involve denying social progress, but it does deny the ascription of it to spontaneity.  (2) It is possible to produce improvement and still be suboptimal.  Supposing a set of spontaneous processes lead to an improvement in longevity of 10% over a period of time, but that an interventionist policy (ceteris paribus) could have brought about an increase of longevity of 50%.  Clearly, the claim that spontaneous forces are human-favourable would be violated – in this case the spontaneous forces brought about the human-UNfavourable outcome – but the weaker claim that there was social improvement would still stand.  

The important point is this: whenever we talk about optimality we mean something specific – optimality relative to something.  A tangency equilibrium is optimal as the agent is on a higher indifference curve than obtained by any other combination of the two goods, given the budget constraint.  It is not absolutely optimal – not (in general) the bliss point or unconstrained optimum (indeed, if more is better, no such bliss point exists).  In the case in hand, the comparison is between the outcomes generated by spontaneous forces and those which might be obtained by some form of collective action.  To be sure we have no guarantees that what is in principle available for collective action is the result we would in fact obtain.  That is another matter entirely – here we are only concerned with what is in principle available as a result of spontaneous and non-spontaneous forces.  The answer is very simple: if there are significant externalities, or, what comes to the same thing, prisoners’ dilemmas, then spontaneous forces lead to suboptimal outcomes.  

4
What does group selection imply?
I said earlier that Whitman raised a substantive point when he said that ‘Denis implies that group selectionism is the proper definition of Panglossian … [this] reflects a serious misconception about how group selection works.’  Unfortunately Whitman’s argument here is extremely weak.  His argument has two phases: (1) evolution is not optimal at the individual level, so group selection is presumably sub-optimal, too, and (2) Sober and Wilson’s new theory of group selection shows that it doesn’t always work, so it can’t underpin a Panglossian view.  Let’s take these point by point.  

Whitman says 

evolutionary processes do not produce optimality, at either the individual or group level … .  If individual selection cannot produce optimal adaptation at the individual level, there is no reason to believe group selection would produce optimal adaptation at the group level.  (Whitman, 2003: 336)

Here Whitman basically repeats the points made in his previous paper, ignoring the criticism they have been subjected to in the reply (Denis, 2002).  Hayek, according to Whitman, does not claim optimality for the results of spontaneous social evolutionary processes.  Relative to what?  Well, not relative to anything really.  The claim is that according to Hayek, the results of evolutionary processes are imperfect relative to some vague ideal.  But given that the process is human-favourable, the imperfections are matters of detail, normally the result of the process not having run to its conclusion.  Relative to the constraints that matter, these results are optimal: the strong default is that there is little or no scope for collective action.  This was spelt out in detail in Denis (2002) and Whitman’s failure to take these point up in his rejoinder is particularly telling.  

Second [Whitman writes], the new theory of group selection articulated by Wilson and Sober (1994, 1998) shows that group selection is not always operative, and when operative not always decisive … Denis and Maynard Smith are therefore mistaken in concluding that group selection commits the Panglossian fallacy.  (Whitman, 2003: 336)

This really is a very peculiar argument.  Group selection theory was explicitly invoked by Hayek who explicitly endorsed Wynne-Edwards.  Now, according to Whitman, Sober and Wilson have come up with a new and different theory of group selection, which accepts the traditional criticisms of Wynne-Edwards group selection.  Hence ‘Denis and Maynard Smith are mistaken’!  On the contrary: that Sober and Wilson agree that for group selection to work depends on some mechanism being in place, which aligns individual and group interests, only underlines the falsity of Hayek’s and Wynne-Edwards’s group selection, in which there was no such mechanism – indeed, the whole point of the group selection theory that was proposed was that it should act as a substitute for the missing mechanism.  

5
What was Hayek’s position on laissez-faire?
In the section with this title, Whitman attempts to address the link I have pointed out between Hayek’s Panglossian evolutionary theory and his laissez-faire policy prescription:

Denis criticizes Hayek for his support of laissez-faire economic and social policies.  He adduces several passages from Hayek indicating that coercion or state interference is a reason, perhaps the reason, that evolutionary processes fail to yield optimal results.  (Whitman, 2003: 336)

The claim is most odd: I do not adduce any passages from Hayek which do this.  On the contrary, it is Whitman who adduces them, with the opposite intent, and all I do is show that – taken in context – these passages show the opposite of what Whitman claims.  Whitman makes no attempt to defend his original interpretation of these passages, and I am grateful for the tacit concession that they do not say what he originally claimed they said.  Explicit confirmation would have been even better.  

Whitman:

Denis concludes, “Whitman seems unwilling to accept the simple message of Hayek’s life work, that the policy prescription is one of laissez-faire” (283).  This is a straw man; Hayek’s ideological sympathies are well known.  As a classical liberal, Hayek often opposed state intervention … Is that fact alone enough to convict him of Panglossianism, and is anyone who shares his political views also Panglossian?  (Whitman, 2003: 336-337) 

This is confused.  My argument is that it is Hayek’s Panglossian view of spontaneous processes which underpins – is designed to underpin – his policy prescription of laissez-faire.  I do not, what Whitman suggests here, argue from his support for laissez-faire to a charge of Panglossianism.  In context, the point I made about Whitman being unwilling to accept Hayek’s support for laissez-faire was perfectly valid: in support for his claim that Hayek was no Panglossian, Whitman had claimed that Hayek ‘never eschews the … reform of rules’.  I argued that in general the reforms Hayek championed were directed towards increasing rather than reducing the scope for spontaneous forces, and the argument was therefore incapable of doing the work that Whitman wanted it to do.  

6
The relevance of nested processes
Whitman’s final argument relates to ‘evolution as a nested process’.  Now this looks like a potentially very interesting set of ideas, and I would encourage Professor Whitman to develop it.  However, the presentation at this point is too undeveloped to make much of it.  I am afraid that Whitman’s claim that ‘Focusing myopically on Hayek’s laissez-faire policy perspective distracts attention from the notion of cultural evolution as a nested process’ (Whitman, 2003: 337) is lost on me.  I am unclear what I am being accused of.  I readily accept that the market process is one instance of spontaneous process in Hayek, and that it is embedded in a higher-level process of the evolution of social institutions, including those of the market, common law, and so on.  Hayek is right about that, and brought some interesting insight to bear.  But what is the point that Whitman is trying to make?  How does it engage with his defence of Hayek from the charge of Panglossian?  Clearly more work needs to be done here.  

Conclusion

My conclusion is that Whitman’s rejoinder leaves the case against Hayek unscathed.  My verdict on Hayek remains: Panglossian, as charged.  
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� Slightly awry, as, of course, it is evolutionary processes, not evolutionary theories, which ‘tend to generate results’ of one kind or another.  


� We inhabit a universe in which ‘there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference’ (Dawkins, 1995: 155).  
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