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Chapter 3
|

Resilience as the Explanandum of
Social Theory

Philip Pettit

The notion of the resilience is of the first importance, I believe, for an un-
derstanding of some of the major styles of social explanation. This is be-
cause the resilience of various social phenomena is the best candidate for
the explanandum of much social science. Here, drawing on earlier work
that I have done in the area, I attempt to underline that message. The
chapter is in three sections. In the opening discussion I introduce the no-
tion of resilience, relating it to the more general notion of contingency. In
the second section I argue for the importance of resilience as an explanan-
dum of rational choice and in the third for its equal importance as an ex-
planandum of functionalist theory. The aims of these enterprises, and the
relationship between them, make excellent sense—and perhaps only make
such sense—once they are seen as seeking to explain why one or another
phenomenon is resilient.

Contingency and Resilience

Think about the actual world as one among an indefinite number of pos-
sible worlds, where each possible world represents a way that things could
have been, and where two possible worlds need only differ in miniscule re-
spects. Contingent phenomena, by standard accounts, are those that mate-
rialize in the actual world but that do not figure in every possible world:
they are not necessary. Contingent phenomena do actually obtain but they
do not have to obtain. While they figure in the actual world, there are ways
the actual world might have been—possible worlds, that is—where they
do not appear.
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80 PHILIP PETTIT

This received way of thinking about contingency has one obvious draw-
back. It makes the class of contingent phenomena into a large, catch-a]l
category that includes every actual way things are that just might not have
been so, however unlikely it is that they should not have been so. It lumps
together the law of gravitation with the fact that I got up late this morning
with the fact that ours is a social species, casting each of these truths as
equally contingent; in each case, after all, there are some possible worlds
where one or the other, or more, of these truths do not hold.

This drawback suggests that we should revise our approach and think
about contingency, not as a property that something has or fails to have,
period—not, in particular, as actuality—combined-with—non—necessity—
but as a property that events and facts and the like can have in a lower ora
higher degree. And the metaphor of possible worlds—we need only treat
it as a metaphor!—can also help us to represent what contingency in this
graduated sense involves.

A way things are in the actual world will be contingent in the graduated
sense to the extent to which they are not found elsewhere, non-contingent
to the extent to which they are found at other locations: found, that is,
in other possible worlds. The less frequent their location in non-actual
worlds, the more contingent they are; the more frequent, the less contin-
gent. The limit of contingency will be realization in the actual world but
nowhere else; the limit of non-contingency will be realization in every pos-
sible world—i.e., necessity. And there will be any number of in-between
grades,

The word T use for the property of figuring in the actual world and
being relatively common across other possible worlds is “resilience.” Phe-
nomena are high in resilience and low in (graduated) contingency to the
extent to which they are realized, not just in the actual world, but under a
relatively large number of variations on the actual world: across a rela-
tively high number of other possible worlds. Take the actual world and
ask of some phenomenon within it how far it is resilient, how far contin-
gent. The answer will be fixed by how far it will continue to be realized
under different variations on the actual world: experimentally and histori-
cally vindicated variations but also variations about which we can only
theorize.

The discussion so far shows how resilience comes in degrees, with the
more resilient phenomenon occurring in a greater number of possible
worlds, the less resilient occurring in a smaller number. But resilience may
vary in quality as well as degree, and this turns out to be an important
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observation from the point of view of political theory and social science.
Wwe will see why in later sections.

Suppose that two phenomena are equally resilient. Suppose that they
occur in the same number of possible worlds and so have the same raw re-
silience score. It should be clear that they may still differ in an important
aspect. The non-actual worlds in which one of them ﬁgu.res may be much
more interesting for us as a class than the worlds in which the other fig-
ures. Let the one phenomenon be resilient across X-worlds, the other re-
silient across Y-worlds. It may be that X-resilience connects more deeply
with our interests—say, our theoretical or practical interests—than Y-re-
silience, and so we will naturally attach more importance to it. X-resilience
will be resilience of a different quality from Y-resilience, even when the de-
gree of resilience is the same in each case. . '

How are we likely to assess possible worlds in determining the impor-
tance of resilience across those worlds? One obvious way would be by ref-
erence to the probability of the worlds: their chance of being actualizeq.
The fact that a phenomenon is resilient across two worlds, where one is
relatively more likely than another, is going to make resilience in the first
world more interesting from many points of view. The greater probability
of that world is going to mean, for example, that the information e%b(?ut
the phenomenon’s resilience in that world is of much greater predictive
interest.

If we knew all the worlds where something was resilient, and had infor-
mation on the exact probability of each of those worlds—the exact chance
of its occurring—then we would know the absolute probability of th.at
phenomenon. While it might be heuristically interesting and even indis-
pensable, then, to approach the topic via a consideration of resilience, we
could state our findings in simple probabilistic terms. But of course that
information about probability will often not be available. We will have
firm intuitions about the groups of possible scenarios where the phenom-
enon will occur—or that have such and such a probability of occurring—
but no complete probability ordering of those worlds in relation to worlds
where the phenomenon does not occur or is unlikely to occur. Thus' we
may grade the resilience of a phenomenon by reference to the. probability
of the worlds where it is resilient, while remaining unable to discharge the
concept of resilience in favor of that of probability.

Is there any other sensible way in which we might want to grade the
resilience of a phenomenon? Surprisingly, I think there is. SupPose the
phenomenon involves our continuing to enjoy some good. We might take
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great consolation in the fact that the good will continue to be available in
worlds where we behave well, even while admitting that it is more proba-
ble we will revert to type and behave badly; after all, this will mean that
whether or not we enjoy the good is up to us: it is within our own control,
Or we might be delighted to find that it will continue to be available re.
gardless of how badly certain others behave, even while admitting that
they are entirely benign and very unlikely to behave badly; this will mean
that whether or not we enjoy the good is not up to them: it is not within
their control.

If we prioritize probability or chance in grading resilience, that will be
because we are concerned with whether the worlds where the phenome-
non continues to be realized are probable or not; let a world be relatively
unlikely to come about, and we will have less interest in whether the phe-
nomenon remains in place there. If we take the other route, prioritizing
our own control or that of others, that will be because we are concerned
with whether the worlds where the phenomenon endures are ones that are
within our own power of realization or the power of realization of others,
We may also mix concerns, of course, being focused, among equally prob-
able worlds, on those that are more easily controllable by us or less easily
controllable by others; or being focused, among worlds where control is
equal, on those that have a higher chance of realization. But for ease of
presentation I shall not discuss that possible mixing further.

In the next section I will argue for the importance of chance-graded re-
silience for rational-choice theory and in the third section for its impor-
tance in functionalist theorizing. Control-graded resilience is important
for political philosophy, in particular for explicating ideals like that of
freedom, as I have argued elsewhere.2 But I shall concentrate in this essay
on social theory.

Resilience and Rational-Choice Explanation

The Explanatory Interest of Resilience

There are three different types of explananda that are of particular im-
portance in social science, as I have tried to argue elsewhere.> We may be
interested in explaining the emergence or appearance of a phenomenon:
say, the emergence of a certain regularity, or norm, or organization, or
whatever. We may be interested in explaining the survival or reproduction

T
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of the phenomenon over a certain time, perhaps through a series of crises.
Or, I would say, we may be interested in explaining its resilience: explain-
ing why it is that for a variety of possible scenarios, possible ways the
world may go, it remains a fixture.

There are two deep reasons why resilience is a natural focus of social
jnvestigation. One is that we will often be unable to access the information
that would tell us, or tell us with any degree of assurance, how something
emerged or how it survived through this or that period or crisis. Thus the
natural question will be how far we can tell resilient apart from non-resil-
ient phenomena, how far we can distinguish fixtures on the social land-
scape from mere ephemera. Already in the eighteenth century, the Baron
de Montesquieu* had made such an argument. He saw how difficult it
would be to tell detailed stories about how things come about, identifying
their "particular causes”—and how relatively uninteresting such very de-
tailed stories might be. He recommended instead that we look for "general
causes”: that is, causes that make various phenomena more or less inevita-
ble, establishing conditions such that the phenomena are likely to remain
in place under all or most of the different scenarios that those conditions
allow.

The second, perhaps deeper reason for the interest of resilience to social
scientists—it surely had an influence on Montesquieu, too—is that the in-
vestigation of resilience is vital for choosing policies and designing institu-
tions; a great deal of social science is pursed with these ends in view. Let
our concern be whether we should go for this sort of institution or that
other variety, this way of trying to achieve a certain result or that alter-
native means, and one of the main issues will be: which of those institu-
tions is likely to prove more durable—Ilikely to prove more durable in face
of shifting fashions and uncertain levels of human commitment. The
knaves principle,® dubious though it may be as a unique principle of insti-
tutional design,® was devised with precisely this sort of concern in mind.
Bernard Mandeville” gave early expression to it when he hailed the consti-
tution that “remains unshaken though most men should prove knaves.”
The principle remains in place among economists and others when they
seek out ways of arranging things in the market or the polity that are “in-
centive-compatible”: compatible with the ordinary run of human motiva-
tions, i.e., capable of surviving in the presence of such motivations.

Two major styles of explanation in social science over the past cen-
tury have been rational choice, sought by economists and economically
minded social scientists, and functionalist, associated with sociology, an-
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thropology, and related disciplines. Rational-choice explanation seeks to
make sense of various phenomena by reference, roughly, to the rational
self-interest of individual agents. Functionalist explanation tries to achieve
this end by displaying the phenomena as serving to promote one or an-
other alleged social benefit.

I have argued elsewhere that each of these explanatory styles has
tended, at least in the main, to be applied with a view to elucidating the re-
silience or the presumed resilience of various phenomena, rather than
their emergence or survival. I now proceed to explain that claim, though I
can do so only in a very sketchy way.® While T will not focus particularly
on the issue, it should be obvious that resilience will be more interest-
ing in each case to the extent that it is resilience across worlds that have
a greater chance of being realized. Thus the suggestion is that chance-
graded resilience is the focus of much social science.

Rational-Choice Explanation and Resilience

Economists and rational-choice theorists present human agents as rel-
atively self-regarding creatures who act with a view to doing as well as
possible by their predominantly self-regarding desires.” These desires are
usually assumed to be desires for what is loosely described as economic
advantage or gain: that is, roughly, for advantage or gain in the sorts of
things that can be traded. But self-regarding desires, of course, may extend
to other goods, too, and there is nothing inimical to economics in explain-
ing patterns of behaviour by reference, say, to those non-tradable goods
that consist in being well loved or well regarded.!® The economic approach
is tied to an assumption of relative self-regard but not to any particular
view of the dimensions in which self-regard may operate.

But does the egocentric picture fit? Are human beings rational centres
of predominantly self-regarding concern? It would seem not. Were human
agents centres of this kind, then we would expect them to find their rea-
sons for doing things predominantly in considerations that bear on their
own advantage. But this isn’t our common experience, or so at least I shall
argue.

Consider the sorts of considerations that weigh with us, or seem to
weigh with us, in a range of common, or garden, situations. We are appar-
ently moved in our dealings with others by considerations that bear on
their merits and their attractions, that highlight what is expected of us and
what fair play or friendship requires, that direct attention to the good we
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can achieve together or the past that we share in common, and so on
through a complex variety of deliberative themes. And not f)nly are we ap-
parently moved in this non-egocentric way. We clearly believe of one an-
other—and take it, indeed, to be a matter of common belief—that we are
generally and reliably responsive to claims that transcend and occasionally
confound the calls of self-regard. That is why we feel free to ask each c?ther
for favours, to ground our projects in the expectation that others will l?e
faithful to their past commitments, and to seek counsel from others in
confidence that they will present us with a more or less impartial render-
ing of how things stand. .

The claim that we ordinary folk are oriented towards a non-egocentric
language of self-explanation and self-justification does'not establish de-
finitively, of course, that we are actually not self-regarding. We all recog-
nise the possibilities of rationalisation and deception that such a language
leaves open. Still, it would surely be miraculous that that language suc-
ceeds as well as it does in defining a stable and smooth framework of ex-
pectation, if as a matter of fact our sensibilities do not conform to 1t.s
contours: if, as a matter of fact, we fall systematically short—systemati-
cally and not just occasionally short—of what it suggests may be taken for
granted about us. .

We are left, then, with a problem for rational-choice theory. The mind
postulated in rational-choice theory is that of a relatively self—regarding
creature. But the mind that people display towards one another in most
social settings, the mind that is articulated in common conceptior.ls of
how ordinary folk are moved, is saturated with concerns that dramatlgally
transcend the boundaries of the self. So how can we invoke the workings
of the economic mind to explain behaviour, when the black box at the ori-
gin of behaviour does not apparently contain an economic mind? What 1
suggest is that in the most unlikely social settings self-regard maY.stﬂl have
an important presence: it may be virtually if not actually there; it may be
waiting in the wings, even if it is not actually on stage.

Suppose, first, that people are generally content in non-market cqntexts
—_we can restrict our attention to these—to let their actions be dictated
by the cultural framing of the situation in which they find themselves: by
the habits or perhaps the whims underpinned by that frammg. SL}ppose,
in the second place, that despite the hegemony of cultural fr'ammg in peo-
ple’s everyday deliberations and decisions, there are certain alarm bells
that make them take their own interests into consideration. People may
proceed under a more or less automatic cultural pilot in most cases, but at
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any point where a decision is liable to cost them dearly in self-regarding
terms, the alarm bells will tend to ring and prompt them to consider per-
sonal advantage. And suppose, third, that attending to considerations of
personal advantage will lead people, generally if not invariably, to act so as
to secure that advantage: they become disposed to do the relatively more
self-regarding thing.

Under these suppositions, self-regard will normally have no actual pres-
ence in dictating what people do; it will not be present in deliberation and
will make no impact on decision. But it will always be virtually present in
deliberation, for there are alarms which are ready to ring at any point
where the agent’s interests get to be possibly compromised, and those
alarms will call up self-regard and give it a more or less controlling delib-
erative presence. The agent will run under cultural pilot, provided that
that pilot does not carry him or her into terrain that is too dangerous
from a self-interested point of view. Let such terrain come into view, and
in most cases the agent will quickly return to manual; he or she will
quickly begin to count the more personal losses and benefits that are at
stake in the decision on hand. This reflection may not invariably lead to
self-regarding action—there is such a thing as self-sacrifice, after all—but
the assumption is that it will do so fairly reliably.

What will rational-choice theory explain under this hypothesis about
virtual self-regard? My answer is: the relative resilience of the phenome-
non or procedure or institution that is said to be in people’s virtual self-
interest.

Imagine a little set-up in which a ball rolls along a straight line—this,
say, under Newton’s laws of motion—but where there are little posts on
either side that are designed to protect it from the influence of various
possible but non-actualised forces that might cause it to change course;
they are able to damp incoming forces, and if such forces still have an ef-
fect—or if the ball is subject to random drift—they are capable of restor-
ing the ball to its original path. The posts on either side are virtual or
standby causes of the ball’s rolling on the straight line, not factors that
have an actual effect. So can they serve any explanatory purpose? Well,
they cannot explain the emergence or the continuation of the straight
course of the rolling ball. But they can explain the fact—and, of course, it
is a fact—that not only does the ball roll on a straight line in the actual
set-up, it also sticks more or less to that straight line under the various
possible contingencies where disturbance or drift appears. They explain
the fact, in other words, that the straight rolling is not something fragile,
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not something yulnerable to every turn of the winq, but rflther a rﬁsilient
pattern: @ pattern that is robust under various contingencies and that can
i on to persist. '
o ”rlflllf(ieigience Sxplained in this toy example may be a matte?rhof inde-
pendent experience, as when I discover by mducﬂor.l———ar‘xd without uﬁ—
derstanding why—that the ball does keep to the strz.nght line. But1 equta y
the resilience may only become salient on recognising the exg ana or)j
power of the posts: this, in the way in which the laws that a t Eory e')i_
plains, may only become salient in the light ‘of the e%(planatory ; cory 1le
self. 1t does not matter which scenario obtains. In either case the 31m}1)
fact is that despite their merely standby status, tbe posts serve hto reii) :Iel
an important matter of explanation.. TheY. explain, not why t e pa eeof
emerged at a certain time, nor why it cor.mnues across a‘certan.l rfmgh d
times, but why it continues across allcerta1q rtan%e of contingencies: why
i distinct from temporally persistent. N
; n:-s)ializ:,fzience to the virtually efficacious posts explains the resilience
with which the ball rolls on a straight line, so I suggest ﬂ:l?t a refe?e}r:ce }:0 E
merely virtual form of self-regard may ex.plam the Feahen;e wit tw 1(; !
people maintain certain patterns of behaviour. Imagm'e a given pat elrn 1
human behaviour whose continuation is actually ex'plan.led by the cu tt}llre}
framing under which people view the relevant situations and E\l/) th eir
habit of responding to that framing Suppose that that pattern of be av-
iour has the modal property of being extremely r.obl%st. under various con(;
tingencies: say, under the contingency that some individuals peel away an
offer an example of an alternative pattern. The factors ﬂ.lét exp-laﬁln its ac-
tually continuing may not explain this robustness or remhence,.t éricdmaly
be no reason, so far as they go, why the examp}e of mutant 1nd1v11 uals
should not display a new way of viewing the situation, for example, .(ir
should not undermine the effects of inertia. Sq how to explain the 1res;1 -
ience of the pattern? Well, one possible explanation would be that were tthe
contingencies envisaged to produce a different pattern of behajlour, the
alarm bells of self-interest would ring and self-regarding dehberatl(})ln
would lead most of the mutants and would-be mutants back towards the
igi ern. . 7
Orlflrsl:ildpigrlier that in all likelihood the threshold§ at which people’s
alarm bells ring, and they begin to think in self-regarding terms, may Var};
from individual to individual. This means in.tl.lrn both that a pa'tt'em o
behaviour may be very resilient in some indn.nduals and. 1'ess resilient in
others and that the individual-level explanations of resilience may not
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have. the same force; they may support different predicti
ent individuals. But this variation, of course, need not af? o for differ.
level explanation. While allowing for individual difference i e
thresholds, for example, we may be confident that across ths N Self-regard
a whole a certain general pattern of behaviour enjoys resﬂi:npopulation *
to a certain degree of drift or disturbance in the producin ey lation
ple’s thresholds may generally be low enough to ensure thg [ peo-
will kick in and stablise the pattern. * selfregarg
The analogy with the rolling ball serves to show how in pring
n.qodel of virtual self-regard may leave room for the econo mic e the
‘qon, at the level of individual or aggregate, of behavioyr tlf:tlc' Xplana
Flvely generated by considerations of self-regard. But it may b e
illustrate the lesson more concretely. 7 e el o
David Lewis’s!! work on convention is often taken as 3 first-
ple of how economic explanation can do well in making sens rat; e
nomenon outside the traditional economic domain of the marfllot : pbe-
vokes 'the fact that conventions often serve to resolve certain rebi e n-
coordination; thus the convention of driving on the right (Iz)r0 them]S o
serves to resolve the coordination problem faced by drivers as the "
pr(?ach one another. But what is supposed to be explained by Lew; o
rative? He is clearly not offering a historical story about the imer encen
conventions. And, equally clearly, he is not telling a story about theg efnCe o
that actually keep the conventions in place; he freely admits that aCtOITS
may not be aware of the coordination problem solved by conventiorl;ziolf :
haviour and may stick to that behaviour for any of a variety of reasones:
reasons of inertia, perhaps, or reasons of principle or ideology that ma.
have grown up around the convention in question. '
The bes‘t clue to Lewis’s explanatory intentions comes in a remark from
a later article when he considers the significance of the fact that actuall
convel.ltional behaviour is mostly produced by blind habit. “An action ma;,
be rational, and may be explained by the agent’s beliefs and desires, even
though‘ that action was done by habit, and the agent gave no thou:ght to
the beliefs or desires which were his reasons for action. If that habit ever
ceased to. serve the agent’s desire’s according to his beliefs, it would at once
be overridden an'd corrected by conscious reasoning.”* This remark gives
lsl?spsi)vr; Jti(;7 htt};e i;/lrelx‘/)vt telllzt what Lewis is.explaining abo‘u't convent.ion, 'b)'
ts, ergence or continuance but resilience. He implies
that the servicing of the agent’s—as it happens, self-regarding—desires is
not the actual cause of the conventiona] behaviour but a standby cause: a
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that would take the place of a habit that failefi to prod'uce the re-
behaviour in circumstances where that behaviour continued to be
-+ <elf-interest required. And if the servicing of self-regard is a standby
what >t‘f this kind, then what it is best designed to explain is the resilience,
“llsc,(:here is resilience, of the conventional behaviour.
“m;n[ it is not only the Lewis explanation of conventional behaviour that
lcn[d: itself to this gloss. Can we explain American sla_we—holding .by refer-
ence 10 economic interes.ts,13 V\.fhen slave-holders articulated ‘t}.lelr d.ut1es,
and conducted their business, in terrns' of a more or 1es§ religious ideol-
ogy? Yes, to the extent that we can explain .w.hy slave-holding was a very re-
dlient institution up to the time of the Civil War; we can explain why the
;..drious mutants and emancipationists never did more than cause a tem-
purary Crisis. Can we explain the .fallure of p?ople to oppose most oppres-
Jive states as a product of free-rider reasoning,' when it is granted that
they generally used other considerations to justify their acquiescence? Yes,
so far as the free-riding variety of self-regarding reasoning would have
been there to support non-action, to make non-action resilient, in any sit-
uation where the other, actual reasons failed to do so and alarms bells
rang. Can we invoke considerations of social acceptance to explain peo-
ple’s abiding by certain norms, when I freely grant that it is considerations
of a much less prudential kind that keep most people faithful to such
norms?'® Yes, we certainly can. Self-regarding considerations of social ac-
ceptance can ensure that normative fidelity is robust or resilient if they
come into play whenever someone begins to deviate, or contemplate devi-
ation, and if they serve in such cases to restore or reinforce compliance.

The upshot will be clear. We can make good sense of the economic ex-
planation of culturally framed, uncalculated behaviour in terms of the
model of virtual self-regard. That model shows that the assumptions which
economists make about the human mind, in particular about human mo-
tivation, can be rendered consistent with the assumptions of common-
place, everyday thinking, And it shows that so interpreted, the assump-
tions motivate a promising and indeed developing program for economic
explanation: and explanation, not just in the traditional areas of market
behaviour, but across the social world more generally.

[ have concentrated on the sort of explanation available in non-market
contexts where there is a particular problem about ascribing explicit, ra-
tional-choice calculation. But even in areas more closely related to the
market, rational-choice theory often opts for explaining resilience rather
than emergence or continuance as such. Equilibrium explanation serves to

causé
quircd
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Rrom9te the explanation of resilience quite explicitly, for 5 b

um s precisely a point or area of resilient conver;;ence- o le‘ dolp.
that When individuals drift into behaving in a way that te;ka o such
from it, then, other things being equal, they will be led to c(f " them vy
and to return to their original pattern. Not only is resilien iy or this
'explanandum for rational-choice theory outside the mark tce e .
it also has a more general claim on that status, " eontest then

Resilience and Functionalist Explanation

The problem that T used to motivate my argument about

. ! ational-cho;
theory was that if that theory is taken to explain the emergence or CCh(t).lce
ontin-

uance.: of certain forms of behavior, at least outside the mark

the.n it faces the problem of an empty black box; the rationa] chef oo
lat19n t.hat would presumably be required to explain the genesism;e o
havior is not available to do the required work. It turng out thato t}'le 'be-
Problem besets the project of functionalist explanation in social cislizll::

resilience, not émergence or survival

The bi.ological model of functional explanation suggests that the aj
e functional approach in socia] science is to explain why cert ) alm'OF
tralts‘ are t‘o be found in this or that society or institution }cl)r whE:tn o
th'e biological analogue explains why certain traits are there to be foelrrfcri)
t.hlS or that s'pecies or population. And the availability of a natural selec-
tion rnecl‘lamsm to make sense of functional explanation in biology raises
tbe questhn as to what sort of mechanism underlies functional f}f lana-
t¥on 1n social science. The empty black box problem is that for mostpfun
tional explanations in social science there is no obvious mechanism t :
and that the explanations, therefore, are apparently baseless, 6 ne
Why d.o we find religious rituals in various societies? Bec;luse they have
jthe funct}on of promoting social solidarity.'” Why do we find corzllmon
ideas of time and Space, cause and number?!® Because they serve to make
mental contact and social life possible. Why do we find certain peacemak-
Ing ceremonies in this or that culture? Because they serve to change the
feelings of the hostile parties towards one another. 19 ;
The p‘roblem with all of these bread-and-butter examples of functional
explanation is that it is not clear why the fact that the trait in question has
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functional effect cited expl.ains Yvhy the trait is fou}*ld there: explains
find the relevant religious rituals or peacemaking ceremonies or
ures of social stratification. It is not clear what mechanism is sup-
sm.l;;uto operate in the black box that links the functionality of the trait
P‘l’:; its existence or persistence. No one supposes that intentional design
v the linking role. The only mechanism that could do so appears to be
plass hanism of selection akin to that which is invoked in biology; there
’ m'C T)e‘ other mechanisms possible in the abstract but they would not
nji,l.)n to fit these standard sorts of cases.” And in most cases there is no
Z‘v(ilicnce of a mechanism of selection having been at work.
There are some examples, it is true, where functional explanation in so-
cial science can be backed up by a selectional story. Some economists say
that the presence of certain decision-making procedures in various firms
can be explained by their being functional in promoting profits, and they
back up that explanation with a scenario under which the firms with such
procedures, being the firms which do best in profits, are the ones that sur-
vive and prosper: they are selected for the presence and effects of those
procedures in a competitive market.?! But it is very implausible to think
that such selectional mechanisms are available for social-functional expla-
nation in general.?? The black box which functionalist thinkers apparently
have to postulate is in most cases empty.
But if we can have recourse in the rational-choice case to the notion of
a virtual mechanism of self-regard—a mechanism that may not operate
under actual circumstances but that would operate under relevant coun-
terfactual conditions—then we can equally well help ourselves in the
functionalist case to the notion of a virtual mechanism of selection. The
idea would be this. Maybe there has not been any historical selection of a
given type of institution for the fact that its instances have a certain bene-
ficial effect. But still it might be worth noting that were the type of institu-
tion in question to be in danger of disappearing—say, under disturbance
or drift—then a selectional mechanism would be activated that would
preserve it against that danger. The institution is not the product of actual
selection, so it may be assumed—again, this is the worst-case assumption
from our point of view—but it is subject to virtual selection: it would
come to be selected in any of a variety of crises that put it under pressure.
The idea here is familiar from biology and extends readily to social sci-
ence. Suppose we say that a certain trait is adaptive or that the gene re-
sponsible for the trait increases the inclusive fitness of the bearer in a cer-
fain environment: roughly, it increases the propensity of the bearer to
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rep‘hcate its genes. Just saying that a trait is adaptive does
saying that it has actually been selected for in a historical rI(l)Ot St
a trait might be adaptive or a trait might come to be aIC)Ia ?SS. o
'change in the environment, without ever having played a rP 11V? due to 4
its be?trers to be selected. What has to be true if a trait is ac(l) e 1.11 Cz.lusing
were it to be put under pressure—as it will be, of course uniiptwe ls. that
evolutionary conditions—then it would cause its bearer)s t gr Cndinary
they would stand a better chance of replicating their genes 211 el
competitors. Adaptiveness goes with being virtually, if not e vant
voured by selectional processes. ’ actally, o
It is easy to imagine virtual selection at work in the social as wel] a¢ i
natural world. Imagine that golf clubs—that is, the instituti We‘  the
emerged purely as a matter of contingency and chance: ima ir1l(m}§-§ha\ie
popularitty and spread has been due entirely to the brute fagct teht :dt e
enjoy swinging strangely designed implements at a solid little ballaa p; e
ing how far and how accurately they can hit it. This is to suppos tl[: "
clu‘ps. have not actually been selected for in anything like a hif‘(ore fa o
petition with other institutions. Consistently with the absence ofY oy e
historical selection, however, what might well be the case is that aIllfy o
have certain effects—certain functional effects—such that weriothcmbS
come under any of a variety of pressures, then the fact of havin el)l, .
effects would ensure that they survived the pressure. And if thagtt i
t};e cas.e,1 then i’.c would be natural to say that though not the beneﬁci;‘:i?z
;)el :lccttil;jl | selection, golf clubs do enjoy the favour of a virtual process of
The stf)ry is not outlandish. For golf clubs do have certain effects that
are functional from the point of view of members. They are expensive to
run and s0 generally exclusive of all but the well-to-do. They are accessible
from a city base. And they enable the well-to-do in any city or town to
rpake useful business and professional contacts. What better way to estab-
lish a business or professional relationship than in the course of a relaxed
?ound of golf? It is plausible, then, that were golf clubs to come under var-
lous pressures—were the cost of maintaining them and the cost of mem-
be.rshlp to rise, for example—still they might be expected to survive; we
might not find people leaving the clubs in the numbers that such press,ures
woul.d normally predict. The members of the clubs would be forced to re-
consider their membership in the event of this sort of pressure but that
very act of reconsideration would make the functionality of the club visi-
ble to them and would reinforce their loyalty, not undermine it. And were
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members 10 leave then it would become clear to them, and to others,
some

that they Jost out in doing so.
‘AS it is reasonable 10 SUPPOSE that people display a virtual, if not al-

ual, self-regard, so this sort of example shows that it is quite
hink that social life is often characterised by virtual processes
of selection: Among the institut‘ions of the society, there are many that
have functional effects. An.d Whﬂe those effects may not give us ground
for thinking that the institutions were a.ctually select.ed for .the effects,
they may well give us ground for believing that the institutions would
be selected under various counterfactual conditions. The institutions are
not the peneficiaries of actual selection but they do benefit from virtual
selection.

In the example given, the virtual selection depends in part on virtual
«lf-regard, and some may wonder if the two forces are really distinct; they
may suggest that virtual selection is one particular pattern to which virtual
self-regard gives rise. I don’t think this is right, though T have no objection
in principle. The causal processes underlying virtual selection may just not
be the forces recognised in rational choice theory.

| have elsewhere suggested a functional explanation for the persistence
of counter—productively high rates of criminal punishment, for example,
that invokes decidedly non-rational forces.?* The idea is that if legislators
reduce rates of punishment, then no matter how beneficial this proves
overall, it will lead sooner or later to a crime that would not have been
committed without the reduction; that this will cause a hue and cry in the
media, public outrage, and a demand on politicians to make some re-
sponse; and that the only response that will be available to them in the
sound-bite or the headline will be to call for a restoration of stiffer penal-
ties. This pattern of interaction involves non-rational as well as rational
motives—outrage is scarcely a rational force—and if it obtains, then high
sentencing will be assured of virtual selection; it will be fit to survive many
challenges that might have been expected to change it.

So what will functionalist theory explain under the hypothesis of vir-
tual selection? Again, I say: resilience. The presence of a process of virtual
selection enables us to explain the resilience of various behaviours and in-
stitutions by the fact that they have certain functional effects. Maybe we
can't explain the historical emergence, or even the historical persistence,
of golf clubs by reference to their functional effects for members; maybe
there hasn’t actually been any systematic selection of golf clubs for the fact
of having such effects. But even in that surely unlikely case, we can explain
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the resilience of golf clubs—as we may come to recognize that resilience
in the first place—through identifying those functional effects. We cap, see
that because of serving business and professional members in the wa
do, golf clubs are fit to survive any of a variety of challenges;
the foreseeable future, they are here to stay.

What is true of golf clubs, if this analysis is right, is likely to be trye also
of the counter-productively high levels of criminal sentencing that prevail
arguably, in many contemporary societies. Let decisions about criminai
sentencing be left in the hands of elected politicians who have an incentiye

Y they
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incentive will be particularly strong, when politicians are not bound by
the discipline of the Westminster system to toe a party line. There wi]l
then be firm ground for expecting criminal sentences to be lifted to levels
at which they can satisfy the public outrage that crime often occasions,
When they are lifted to that level, then there will be little chance of re-
ducing the sentences or softening them in any way—even if criminologj-
cal evidence suggests that such penalties serve no purpose and may even
worsen the overall prospect of reducing crime.

The sort of role that [ am holding out for functionalist theory is no
mere invention of my own. It fits well with the tradition of functionalism
in social science. Under the salvation offered to functionalists, the expla-
nation they seek is the sort that would identify and put aside the features
that may be expected to come and go in social life and that would cata-
logue the more or less necessary features that the society or culture dis-
plays: those that are resilient and may be expected to survive a variety of
contingencies and crises. The tradition of thinking associated with the
likes of Durkheim in the last century and Parsons in this is shot through
with the desire to separate out in this way the necessary from the contin-
gent, the reliable from the ephemeral. The idea in every case is to look for
the core features of a society and to distinguish them from the marginal
and peripheral. Functionalist method is cast throughout the tradition as a
means of providing “a basis—albeit an assumptive basis—for sorting out
‘important’ from unimportant social processes.”?

Conclusion

We have seen that both rational-choice theory and functionalist theory
make good sense if they are each presented as focused on the explanation
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nce of certain social phenomena, rat}}er than the .exp¥anatloi

; ence or even survival. The upshot 1s a way of viewing eac
of the o akes it inherently attractive, and attractive even to those
cmcrpriseéﬁzierr?ts of the other, or adherents of neither. We could hardly
who are 2

ked for more.
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