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SYNOPSIS [FROM THE COVER] 
Human society evolves. Change in technology, language, morality, and society is incremental, inexorable, 
gradual, and spontaneous. It follows a narrative, going from one stage to the next, and it largely happens 
by trial and error—a version of natural selection. Much of the human world is the result of human action 
but not of human design: it emerges from the interactions of millions, not from the plans of a few. 
 
Drawing on fascinating evidence from science, economics, history, politics, and philosophy, Matt Ridley 
demolishes conventional assumptions that the great events and trends of our day are dictated by those on 
high. On the contrary, our most important achievements develop from the bottom up. The Industrial 
Revolution, cell phones, the rise of Asia, and the Internet were never planned; they happened. Languages 
emerged and evolved by a form of natural selection, as did common law. Torture, racism, slavery, and 
pedophilia—all once widely regarded as acceptable—are now seen as immoral despite the decline of 
religion in recent decades. 
 

 
 
“The word ‘evolution’ originally means ‘unfolding’. Evolution is a story, a narrative of how things 
change. It is a word freighted with many other meanings, of particular kinds of change. It implies the 
emergence of something from something else. It has come to carry a connotation of incremental and 
gradual change, the opposite of sudden revolution. It is both spontaneous and inexorable. It suggests 
cumulative change from simple beginnings. It brings the implication of change that comes from within, 
rather than being directed from without. It also usually implies change that has no goal, but is open-
minded about where it ends up. And it has of course acquired the very specific meaning of genetic 
descent with modification over the generations in biological creatures through the mechanism of natural 
selection.” 
  
“The way that human history is taught can therefore mislead, because it places far too much emphasis on 
design, direction and planning, and far too little on evolution. Thus, it seems that generals win battles; 
politicians run countries; scientists discover truths; artists create genres; inventors make breakthroughs; 
teachers shape minds; philosophers change minds; priests teach morality; businessmen lead businesses; 
conspirators cause crises; gods make morality. Not just individuals, but institutions too: Goldman Sachs, 
the Communist Party, the Catholic Church, Al Qaeda – these are said to shape the world.” 
  
“But if there is one dominant myth about the world, one huge mistake we all make, one blind spot, it is 
that we all go around assuming the world is much more of a planned place than it is. As a result, again 
and again we mistake cause for effect; we blame the sailing boat for the wind, or credit the bystander with 
causing the event.” 
  



“As Nassim Taleb remarks in his book Antifragile, in a complex world the very notion of ‘cause’ is 
suspect: ‘another reason to ignore newspapers with their constant supply of causes for things’. Taleb is 
brutally dismissive of what he mockingly calls the Soviet-Harvard illusion, which he defines as lecturing 
birds on flight and thinking that the lecture caused their skill at flying. Adam Smith was no less rude 
about what he called the man of system, who imagines ‘that he can arrange the different members of a 
great society with as much ease as the hand arranges the different pieces upon a chess-board’, without 
considering that on the great chessboard of human society, the pieces have a motion of their own.” 
  
“Far more than we like to admit, the world is to a remarkable extent a self-organising, self-changing place. 
Patterns emerge, trends evolve.” 
  
“Yet Newton’s disenthralment was distinctly limited. He was furious with anybody who read into this 
that God might not be in ultimate charge, let alone not exist. He asserted firmly that: ‘This most elegant 
system of the sun, planets, and comets could not have arisen without the design and dominion of an 
intelligent and powerful being.’ His reasoning was that, according to his calculations, the solar system 
would eventually spin off into chaos. Since it apparently did not, God must be intervening periodically to 
nudge the planets back into their orbits. Jehovah has a job after all, just a part-time one.” 
  
“The idea of spontaneous morality did not die out, and some time later David Hume and then Adam 
Smith began to dust it off and show it to the world: morality as a spontaneous phenomenon. Hume 
realised that it was good for society if people were nice to each other, so he thought that rational 
calculation, rather than moral instruction, lay behind social cohesion. Smith went one step further, and 
suggested that morality emerged unbidden and unplanned from a peculiar feature of human nature: 
sympathy.” 
  
“Adam Smith spent his life exploring and explaining such emergent phenomena, beginning with 
language and morality, moving on to markets and the economy, ending with the law, though he never 
published his planned book on jurisprudence. Smith began lecturing on moral philosophy at Glasgow 
University in the 1750s, and in 1759 he put together his lectures as a book, The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments.” 
  
“Adam Smith begged to differ. He thought that morality owed little to teaching and nothing to reason, 
but evolved by a sort of reciprocal exchange within each person’s mind as he or she grew from childhood, 
and within society. Morality therefore emerged as a consequence of certain aspects of human nature in 
response to social conditions.” 
  
“As the Adam Smith scholar James Otteson has observed, Smith, who wrote a history of astronomy early 
in his career, saw himself as following explicitly in Newton’s footsteps, both by looking for regularities in 
natural phenomena and by employing the parsimony principle of using as simple an explanation as 
possible.” 
  
“Smith was also part of a Scottish tradition that sought cause and effect in the history of a topic: instead of 
asking what is the perfect Platonic ideal of a moral system, ask rather how it came about. It was exactly 
this modus operandi that Smith brought to moral philosophy. He wanted to understand where morality 
came from, and to explain it simply.” 
  
“There is, note, no need for God in this philosophy. As a teacher of Natural Theology among other 
courses, Smith was no declared atheist, but occasionally he strays dangerously close to Lucretian 
scepticism. It is hardly surprising that he at least paid lip service to God, because three of his predecessors 
at Glasgow University, including Hutcheson, had been charged with heresy for not sticking to Calvinist 
orthodoxy.” 
  



“Morality, in Smith’s view, is a spontaneous phenomenon, in the sense that people decide their own 
moral codes by seeking mutual sympathy of sentiments in society, and moralists then observe and record 
these conventions and teach them back to people as top–down instructions. Smith is essentially saying 
that the priest who tells you how to behave is basing his moral code on observations of what moral people 
actually do.” 
  
“If God is not needed for morality, and if language is a spontaneous system, then perhaps the king, the 
pope and the official are not quite as vital to the functioning of an orderly society as they pretend?” 
  
“The richer and more market-oriented societies have become, the nicer people have behaved.” 
  
“In short, Charles Darwin’s ideas evolved, themselves, from ideas of emergent order in human society 
that were flourishing in early-nineteenth-century Britain. The general theory of evolution came before the 
special theory. All the same, Darwin faced a formidable obstacle in getting people to see undirected order 
in nature.” 
  
“Paley’s argument from design was not new. It was Newton’s logic applied to biology. Indeed, it was a 
version of one of the five arguments for the existence of God advanced by Thomas Aquinas six hundred 
years before: ‘Whatever lacks intelligence cannot move towards an end, unless it be directed by some 
being endowed with knowledge and intelligence.’ And in 1690 the high priest of common sense himself, 
John Locke, had effectively restated the same idea as if it were so rational that nobody could deny it. 
Locke found it ‘as impossible to conceive that ever bare incogitative Matter should produce a thinking, 
intelligent being, as that nothing should produce Matter’. Mind came first, not matter. As Dan Dennett has 
pointed out, Locke gave an empirical, secular, almost mathematical stamp of approval to the idea that 
God was the designer.” 
  
“The first person to dent this cosy consensus was David Hume. In a famous passage from his Dialogues 
Concerning Natural Religion (published posthumously in 1779), Hume has Cleanthes, his imaginary 
theist, state the argument from design in powerful and eloquent words: Look around the world: 
Contemplate the whole and every part of it: You will find it to be nothing but one great machine, 
subdivided into an infinite number of lesser machines . . . All these various machines, and even their most 
minute parts, are adjusted to each other with an accuracy, which ravishes into admiration all men, who 
have ever contemplated them. The curious adapting of means to ends, exceeds the productions of human 
contrivance; of human design, thought, wisdom, and intelligence. Since, therefore the effects resemble 
each other, we are led to infer, by all the rules of analogy, that the causes also resemble. [Dialogues, 
2.5/143] It’s an inductive inference, Dennett points out: where there’s design there’s a designer, just as 
where there’s smoke there’s fire.” 
  
“In short, Hume, like Voltaire, had little time for divine design. By the time he finished, his alter ego Philo 
had effectively demolished the entire argument from design. Yet even Hume, surveying the wreckage, 
suddenly halted his assault and allowed the enemy forces to escape the field. In one of the great 
disappointments in all philosophy, Philo suddenly agrees with Cleanthes at the end, stating that if we are 
not content to call the supreme being God, then ‘what can we call him but Mind or Thought’? It’s Hume’s 
Lucretian swerve. Or is it? Anthony Gottlieb argues that if you read it carefully, Hume has buried a subtle 
hint here, designed not to disturb the pious and censorious even after his death, that mind may be matter. 
Dennett contends that Hume’s failure of nerve cannot be explained by fear of persecution for atheism.” 
  
“Charles Darwin’s dangerous idea was to take away the notion of intentional design from biology 
altogether and replace it with a mechanism that builds ‘organized complexity . . . out of primeval 
simplicity’ (in Richard Dawkins’s words). Structure and function emerge bit by incremental bit and 
without resort to a goal of any kind. It’s ‘a process that was as patient as it was mindless’ (Dennett).” 
  



“So incredible is the complexity of the living world, so counterintuitive is the idea of boot-strapped, 
spontaneous intricacy, that even the most convinced Darwinian must, in the lonely hours of the night, 
have moments of doubt. Like Screwtape the devil whispering in the ear of a believer, the ‘argument from 
personal incredulity’ (as Richard Dawkins calls it) can be very tempting, even if you remind yourself that 
it’s a massive non sequitur to find divinity in ignorance.” 
  
“By far the lion’s share of this improvement went (and still goes) to ordinary workers and the poor. As 
McCloskey puts it, although the rich got richer, ‘millions more have gas heating, cars, smallpox 
vaccinations, indoor plumbing, cheap travel, rights for women, lower child mortality, adequate nutrition, 
taller bodies, doubled life expectancy, schooling for their kids, newspapers, a vote, a shot at university 
and respect’. Global inequality is currently falling fast as people in poor countries get richer quicker than 
people in rich countries. The proportion of the world population living on $1.25 a day, corrected for 
inflation, has gone from 65 per cent in 1960 to 21 per cent today.” 
  
“Free-market commerce is the only system of human organisation yet devised where ordinary people are 
in charge – unlike feudalism, communism, fascism, slavery and socialism.” 
  
“The truth is, almost all discoveries and inventions occur to different people simultaneously, and result in 
furious disputes between rivals who accuse each other of intellectual theft. In the early days of electricity, 
Park Benjamin, author of The Age of Electricity, observed that ‘not an electrical invention of any 
importance has been made but that the honour of its origin has been claimed by more than one person’.” 
  
“Simultaneous discovery and invention mean that both patents and Nobel Prizes are fundamentally 
unfair things.” 
  
“Much the same can be said of the market. Indeed, as Peter Drucker wrote in his classic 1954 business 
book The Practice of Management, customers shape companies in much the same way: ‘It is the customer 
who determines what a business is. For it is the customer and he alone, who through being willing to pay 
for a good or for a service, converts economic resources into wealth, things into goods.’” 
  
“The comedian Emo Philips once joked that he considered his brain to be the most fascinating organ in his 
body – until he realised who was telling him this.” 


