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in human affairs. Sociobiology was initially, and by some ac-
counts is entirely, the study of the genetic bases of animal

behavior. Sociobiologists regularly also attempt to explain -

human behavior. Sociobiology is, as the term suggests, the
biology of animal 474 human society. Sociobiology preceded
and developed into evolutionary psychology, which features
mental dispositions more than genes as the evolutionary de-
terminants. The relationship of the two disciplines is both
congenial and contested. '

Even more contested, by biologists, social scientists, and

humanists alike; is how far either discipline succeeds. Edward
O. Wilson, the founder of sociobiology, calls it a “new ho-
lism,” even, with capitals, “the Modern -Synthesis” (1975,
pp- 7> 4). But critics see it as genetic reductionism. Evolu-
tionary psychologists claim that humans have what Jerome
H. Barkow, Leda Cosmides, and John Tooby call an “adapt-
ed mind,” and call for a “conceptual integration” of all the
diverse academic disciplines studying humans, their behav-
iors, minds, cultures under this biological “view of a single,
universal panhuman design” (1992, pp. 4-5). Critics see this
too as biological imperialism.
SOCIOLOBIOLOGY. Wilson opened his 1975 Sociobiology
with auspicious claims: “Sociobiology is defined as the sys-
tematic study of the biological basis of all social behavior. It
may not be too much to say that sociology and the other so-
cial sciences, as well as the humanities, are the last branches
of biology waiting to be included in the Modern Synthesis”
(p. 7). He concludes his massive study: “Scientists and hu-
manists should consider together the possibility that the time
- has come for ethics to be removed temporarily from the
hands of the philosophers and biologicized” (p. 562). A quar-
ter century later, the “temporary” is becoming more perma-
nent. Only in a biologically based “consilience” is there any
hope of “the unity of knowledge” (Wilson, 1992).

A frequent motif in the claims of both sociobiology and
evolutionary psychology is that the basic thrust of all life is
“selfish.” Richard Dawkins titles an influential book 7%e
Selfish Gene, and opens: “We are survival machines—robot
vehicles blindly programmed to preserve the selfish mole-
cules known as genes” (1989, p. v). Philosophers, especially
ethicists, object that biologists are labeling genes with a word
borrowed from the cultural phenomenon of morality. A less
pejorative theory could avoid reading back objectional fea-
tures from culture into nature, and avoid speaking as though
animals and genes were ethical agents in conditions of only
superficial similarity.

Sociobiologists reply that the words selfish and alzruistic
as they use them in genetic biology have nothing to do with
motivation, only with behavior. These replies are not always
convincing, because Wilson does propose to “biologicize”
ethics, and Dawkins does begin his Selfzsh Gene with the in-
junction: “Let us try to teach generosity and altruism, because
we are born selfish” (1989, p. 3).

Critics of this selfishness at the root of sociobiology
claim that there is, even in biology, more than one way of

framing this behavior. After all, biologists claim that organ-
isms are quite interrelated, living in communities, "eco-
systems, with’ myriad coactions, cooperations, interdepen-
dencies. Genes are spread around; that is the only way they
can be conserved. Organisms are selected for their capacities
to leave more of their genes in the next generation, which,
if it can be thought of as the survival of the “selfish,” can as
easily be thought of as the survival of the “senders.” Organ-
isms are tested for their capacities to bequeath what they
know genetically to their offspring. Sociobiology needs also
to be about shared identity, kinship. William D. Hamilton
in a founding paper develops the-idea of “inclusive fitness”
(Hamilton, 1964).

Biologists could be committing what Alfred North
Whitehead called the fallacy of misplaced concreteness
(Whitehead, 1967, p. 51). Selecting out one feature of a situ-
ation, one forgets the degree of abstraction involved from the
real world,” and mistakenly portrays the whole by over-
enlarging a factor of only limited relevance. An even more
insistent criticism is that sociobiology fails to recognize the
novel, nonbiological dimensions of human culture. Culture
“denotes an historically transmitted pattern of meanings em-
bodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions ex-
pressed in symbolic forms, by means of which men commu-
nicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and
attitudes toward life” (Geertz, 1973, p. 89). Although animal
ethologists use the word culture in reference to animals with
capacities for communication and imitated behaviors, cul-
ture in the sense of ideas passing from mind to mind is pecu-
liarly human. Human language is elevated remarkably above
anything known in nonhuman nature; the capacities for
symbolization, abstraction, grammar, vocabulary develop-
ment, teaching, literary expression, and argument are quite
advanced. The determinants of animal and plant behavior

‘are never anthropological, political, economic, technological,

scientific, philosophical, ethical, or religious.

Humans have lived in cultures for perhaps a million
years, reproducing across thousands of generations. There is
every reason to expect that those humans will do best repro-
ductively who do best culturally, and, vice versa, that a geno-
type will be selected to produce a culturally congenial pheno-
type. But the question remains whether this emergence of
culture introduces behaviors that, however much they con-
tinue to require biology, also transcend it with a distinctive
human genius.

Sociobiologists insist that biology is dominant in
human culture. Wilson puts this in a bold, if somewhat
loose, metaphor: “The genes hold culture on a leash. The
leash is very long, but inevitably values will be constrained
in accordance with their effects on the human gene pool”
(1978, p. 167). This is “the general sociobiological view of
human nature, namely that the most diagnostic features of
human behavior evolved by natural selection and are today
constrained throughout the species by particular sets of
genes” (1978, p. 43). Michael Ruse agrees: “I argue that Dar-
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