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Introduction

Hilary Rose and Steven Rose

Why is this book important? Because it brings together a multidisciplinary group of authors with the shared aim of challenging what we feel has become one of the most pervasive of present-day intellectual myths. Over the last ten years the number of books whose titles invoke Charles Darwin, the theorist of evolution by natural selection, has grown dramatically. ‘Darwinian’ and ‘evolutionary’ have become adjectives to attach to almost anything. Not only do we have evolutionary biology, medicine, psychology and psychiatry; there are evolutionary economics and evolutionary sociology. The term ‘Darwinian’ is employed to explain processes as seemingly varied as the origin of the universe, the expansion of companies on the Internet and the growth and competition of rival scientific theories. ‘Darwinian methods’ are supposed to underlie everything from computer technology to the processes of human thought. One philosopher, Daniel Dennett, has described Darwinism as a ‘universal acid’ that eats through everything it touches.

Among the disciplines rebranding themselves with the prefix ‘evolutionary’, the most influential has been evolutionary psychology. Evolutionary psychology, henceforward EP, is a particularly Anglo-American phenomenon.1 It claims to explain all aspects of human behaviour, and thence culture and society, on the basis of universal features of human nature that found their final evolutionary form during the infancy of our species some 100–600,000 years ago. Thus, for EP, what its protagonists describe as the ‘architecture of the human mind’ which evolved during the Pleistocene is fixed, and insufficient time has elapsed for any significant subsequent change. In this architecture there have been no major repairs, no extensions, no refurbishments, indeed nothing to suggest that micro or macro contextual changes since prehistory have been accompanied by evolutionary adaptation. The extreme nature of this claim, granted the huge changes produced by artificial selection by humans among domesticated animals – cattle, dogs and even Darwin’s own favourites, pigeons – in only a few generations, is worth pondering. Indeed, unaided natural selection amongst the finches in Darwin’s own islands, the Galapagos, studied over several decades by the Grants2 is enough to produce significant changes in the birds’ beaks and feeding habits in response to climate change. If for birds and beasts, why not humans?

To evolutionary psychologists, everything from children’s alleged dislike of spinach to our supposed universal preferences for scenery featuring grassland and water derives from this mythic human origin in the African savannah. And of course there are more serious claims, such as those legitimising men’s ‘philandering’ and women’s ‘coyness’, our capacity to detect cheaters, to favour our genetic kin, to be aggressive. Evolutionary psychologists claim to have identified and explained all these as biological adaptations – that is, behaviours that have been selected during human evolution to assist in survival and hence the propagation of our ancestors’ genes. The main players in this new genre are the psychologists Leda Cosmides and John Tooby, Margo Wilson and Martin Daly, Steven Pinker, and the several disseminators of their ideas from the science writers Robert Wright and Matt Ridley to Helena Cronin, organiser of the London-based Darwin Seminar.

Perhaps the nadir of evolutionary psychology’s speculative fantasies was reached earlier this year with the publication of A Natural History of Rape: Biological Bases of Sexual Coercion, by Randy Thornhill and Craig Palmer. In characteristic EP style, Thornhill and Palmer argue that rape is an adaptive strategy by which otherwise sexually unsuccessful men propagate their genes by mating with fertile women. To make this claim they draw extensively on examples of forced sex among animals, which they insist on categorising as ‘rape’. Yet as long ago as the 1980s the leading journals in the field of animal behaviour rejected this type of sociobiological strategy which anthropomorphises animal behaviour. Specifically, using the term ‘rape’ to refer to forced sex by mallard ducks or scorpionflies (Thornhill’s animal of study) was ruled out, as it is not a helpful concept in the non-human context because it conflates conspicuous differences between human and other animals’ practices of forced sex. Above all forced sex among animals always takes place with fertile females – hence the reproductive potential. As those women’s groups, lawyers and feminist criminologists who have confronted rape over the last three decades have documented, victims of rape are often either too young or too old to be fertile. The universalistic explanation offered by Thornhill and Palmer simply fails to address the evidence. Instead they insult women, victims and non-victims alike, by suggesting, for example, that a tight blouse is in itself an automatic invitation to sex.3 They insist on distal (in their slightly archaic language, ‘ultimate’) explanations when proximate ones are so much more explanatory (see Steven Rose’s chapter). Further, given the difficulties of securing convictions, and the immense guilt which still surrounds rape victims so that tragically they feel they have brought rape on themselves, the measurements of the incidence of rape are extremely frail. Despite their protestations that they want to help women, the version of evolutionary psychology offered by Thornhill and Palmer is offensive both to women and also to the project of building a culture which rejects rape.

To an uninitiated eye, evolutionary psychology, which seems to have got into the cultural drinking water in both the USA and the UK, may seem little different from old-style sociobiology, whose exponents, E. O. Wilson, Richard Dawkins, Robert Trivers and David Buss, still find a place in EP’s pantheon of intellectual heroes. And indeed there are major continuities, but, as both we and the founders of EP agree, there are also important differences. It is the argument of the authors of this book that the claims of EP in the fields of biology, psychology, anthropology, sociology, cultural studies and philosophy are for the most part not merely mistaken, but culturally pernicious. Further they claim that their new view of human nature should inform the making of social and public policy. Thus the new science has a directly political dimension, although its protagonists vary in their advocacy of both the direction and the speed of implementation.

But to understand the appearance and significance of EP, it is necessary to set this new discipline in a historical and social context. The last decades of the twentieth century have been a period of almost unprecedented social, economic and cultural turbulence. Many of the old seeming certainties and indeed hopes for a more socially just future have crumbled. The collapse of communism, the end of the Cold War and the bloody regional nationalist and ethnic struggles that it has unleashed, the weakening of the welfare state and growing fears of ecological catastrophe have been matched by a shaken belief in the inevitability of progress. The unquestioned benevolence of scientific and technological rationality can no longer be assumed.4

In this climate the search for new apparent certainties, something to cling on to, has become urgent but extraordinarily diverse. There has been a resurgence of fundamentalist religions, Islamic, Jewish and Christian, with their enthusiasm for militancy and their beliefs in creationism. Alongside these have appeared the New Age movements, which explicitly reject scientific modernism and seek a new spiritual relationship between people and nature. Spectacular mobilisations in defence of green nature, of trees, land and water, have largely replaced the great industrial working-class struggles. But that old resistance to an unconstrained capital has not gone away; it has reappeared in even more profound and worldwide form as a battle for the very survival of the human ecosystem against the globalised markets. The iconic moment of this new resistance was surely the dramatic battle in Seattle against the World Trade Organisation in the final months of the twentieth century.

While the influential but still minority environmentalist movement confronts technoscientific rationality, the dominant and increasingly secular technoscientific culture within the UK and USA5 becomes increasingly geneticised. As the human genome is mapped and sequenced we also learn that DNA is the common denominator of all life forms. That we share 98 per cent of our DNA with chimps and 35 per cent with daffodils potentially changes not only how we think about ourselves but also our connection with other life forms.6 Part of and parallel with this geneticisation of culture are the twin technologies of informatics and genetic engineering, unquestionably the technosciences set to dominate the twenty-first century.

Within this framework new forms of biological determinism have arisen. Not of course the old Social Darwinism, which provided a biologised defence of the prevailing social hierarchies of Victorian society, but modern and seemingly more sophisticated forms, powered by this vast expansion of biological, and particularly genetic, knowledge and technology. This new determinism takes two apparently antithetical forms. On the one hand, it claims, our biology is our destiny, written in our genes by the shaping forces of human evolution through natural selection and random mutation. This biological fatalism is opposed by Promethean claims that biotechnology, in the form of genetic engineering, can manipulate our genes in such a way as to rescue us from the worst of our fates. It offers to eliminate illness, prolong life, grant our children enhanced intelligence and better looks – a cornucopia of technological goodies undreamed of even in the science fiction of prior generations.

These contrasting claims have been fanned by a host of popular books, television programmes and films: Genes Are Us meets Designer Babies. It not just the media which projects a future of genetically engineered people, as in the 1990s’ movie Gattaca; molecular biologists themselves get into the futurist game. Princeton geneticist Lee Silver’s bestselling book Remaking Eden shares essentially the same plot as the Hollywood science-fiction movie. Unsurprisingly such media and scientific brouhaha, amplifying fantastic fears and hopes, is reflected in popular opinion surveys in which people say that they would indeed like to select special attributes in their children, or be cloned, or whatever. More careful social research, such as that carried out by the Wellcome Trust on human cloning,7 which gives its subjects space for thoughtful reflection, shows much greater scepticism and caution.

That second strand, of biological fatalism, however, runs alongside and interacts with the Promethean claims of these promised genetic technologies. This strand is above all part of a struggle about how we should conceive of human nature and human society and culture. Of course, the claims of biology-as-destiny are as old as history itself, a continuing and powerful cultural strand in an old narrative. Typically, such accounts find reflected within nature the dominant social hierarchies of their time. But the deforming fingers of the culture they produce persist long after both the knowledge-producers and indeed even the social hierarchies their biology celebrated have turned into dust. Thus the feminist movement of the 1970s found it necessary, not only to confront contemporary biologised theories of patriarchy, but to go back to Aristotle as a foundational and deeply patriarchal figure within Western thought to confront his theory of human nature. Feminists saw it as crucial to expose the inadequacy of his biologised account of male superiority in order to challenge the trouble this was still causing when trying to understand late twentieth-century gender relations. As well as justifying the lower place of women in ancient Greek society, Aristotle also provided a biological justification of slavery. He divided the population of slaves into ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’ – the latter being brave warriors captured in battle, the former mere brutes fit for menial labour. To free natural slaves was thus to go against nature; to free unnatural slaves a social recognition of their high natural status.

The predestinationist claims of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries divided the human world along new faultlines which predestinationist biology faithfully began to mirror in the concepts of race, class, gender and ethnicity. The biology of the French race-theorist Comte Joseph de Gobineau, the British gender-theorist Herbert Spencer and class theorists Thomas Malthus and Francis Galton was transmuted into policy early in the twentieth century by the US eugenicists Charles Davenport and Henry Goddard and the Nazi geneticists Fritz Lenz and Erwin Baur. These are familiar names in the list of those drawing on biologised narrative to justify forms of social domination, from discrimination and exclusion to genocide.

The Nazi genocide of the gypsies and the Jews generated such worldwide revulsion that many felt that this of itself would terminate such evil racism. Certainly the widespread support during the 1930s for eugenics by left and liberal intellectuals, feminists, geneticists and welfare reformers faded in the face of the horror of the death camps. Thus to dissociate science from racism became a crucial cultural objective at the end of the Second World War. To secure this goal, the newly formed UNESCO commissioned a statement on race by a group composed primarily of US cultural anthropologists inspired by Franz Boas.8 The statement, published in 1950, stressed the unity of human peoples, fundamentally rejecting the idea of race as a scientific concept. Subsequently geneticists such as Theodosius Dobzhansky and Herman Muller partially reformulated the statement, but the argument that the concept of race was not science but psuedo-science remained constant. The problem with this basically well-intentioned move was that, while it is true that race may have no useful purchase in understanding the diversity of human biology, race and racism were and are virulently alive in cultural and political reality. What the UNESCO statement had done was first to construct a seemingly impermeable barrier between the social and the biological sciences, and second to assume that the latter, as a natural science, had the greater authority. This belief in the superior power of biology to name and therefore own phenomena persists, so that we find the British geneticist Steve Jones (professor in the Galton laboratory of genetics at University College London) claiming in the 1990s to the journalist Marek Kohn that race would not return to science. When Kohn objected that race was thriving in psychology, Jones, echoing this assumption of the superiority of the natural sciences, replied that psychology was not science.9

Thus, despite UNESCO, biologically determinist ideas lived on. During the 1960s they took the form of pop-ethology books stressing the evolutionarily determined innateness of human aggression (as in the writings of the ex-Nazi ethologist Konrad Lorenz or the American science writer Robert Ardrey). The claim of black/white racial differences in intelligence resurfaced in 1969 with the writings of Arthur Jensen in the USA and Hans Eysenck in the UK – forerunners of Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray’s The Bell Curve in the 1990s. By the early 1970s sociologist Steven Goldberg was arguing for The Inevitability of Patriarchy on the basis of hormonal differences between men and women. Richard Dawkins’s The Selfish Gene and E.O. Wilson’s Sociobiology: The New Synthesis sought to transcend these early works (Hilary Rose’s chapter maps this process in more detail) by providing what seemed like an all-embracing theoretical framework. Within this the human condition could be seen as an epiphenomenon of evolution by natural selection based on the ‘drive’ by individual genes to reproduce copies of themselves. The pretensions of sociobiology – at least insofar as they reflected on humans as opposed to other species – were soon under heavy criticism in such books as Biology as a Social Weapon (the Science for the People Editorial Collective), The Uses and Abuses of Biology (Marshall Sahlins), Not In Our Genes (Steven Rose, Richard Lewontin and Leo Kamin) and the Genes and Gender series (edited by Ethel Tobach and Betty Rosoff).

Despite the political implications for both the women’s and black civil rights movements, however, the cultural struggles around the central concepts and claims of sociobiology were primarily waged between biologists, although they were followed by a much wider public. The attacks came from left, liberal and feminist biologists together with a handful of non-biologists, notably the US anthropologists Marshall Sahlins and Ashley Montagu, who had drafted the original 1950 UNESCO statement. Slightly later the attack was joined by the elegant critique of the US philosopher and historian of science Philip Kitcher (Vaulting Ambition). By the late 1980s the conflict settled down into a stalemate. US school curricula, for example, found it necessary to include both sociobiology and its critics. The criticism of sociobiology as updated Social Darwinism, with all that that entailed for support of elite white male social dominance, stuck. In response sociobiologists themselves muted their claims that their discipline was primarily concerned to explain human nature, and instead refocused their discipline as a branch of animal behaviour – behavioural ecology.

It was at this point that a new group of players entered the game. Psychologists, sometimes with a past in studying animal rather than human behaviour, together with cognitive psychologists and biological anthropologists, were all attracted to the view that evolutionary insights provided a powerful new tool for transforming the social sciences into soundly biologically based disciplines. Drawing on the reductionist claims of the earlier sociobiologists, both individual human minds and, even more controversially, the complex and multifarious forms of human society, were to be reduced to the – admittedly mediated – workings out of genetic and evolutionary imperatives. These claims were fanned by popularised accounts and found their way into day-to-day broadsheet newspaper discussions and TV programmes. Unlike sociobiology, they have been included in the teaching syllabuses of university courses in many areas of the social sciences and humanities without critical comment.

Thus while it is still the case, for example, that sociology is mostly immune to the attractions of EP, some sociologists, not least the influential British theorist W. G. Runciman, have been attracted to evolutionary theory. His work has been sympathetically discussed in the major theoretical journal New Left Review, which indicates something of the complicated cultural and political reaction to evolutionary theory. Elsewhere the political agenda of EP is transparently part of a right-wing libertarian attack on collectivity, above all the welfare state. Thus, as Hilary Rose’s chapter explains, it shows itself to be recruitable around almost any political agenda – except that of racism, which is ruled out by its insistence on the unity of the human species.

What we wrote above about sociobiology and the difference between the reaction of biologists and, for example, sociologists was also true for the Roses. As a biologist, he critically engaged with sociobiology. As a sociologist, she welcomed the criticism, but felt that it was the task of biologists to take the argument on from within their own canon. There was only one occasion, during the 1980s, when we felt it necessary to write a joint essay, in the journal Critical Social Policy, showing how sociobiology was culturally underpinning the Thatcherite attack on the welfare state. Our response to EP has been very different. The sociologist and the biologist separately felt that EP was making insupportable assertions which touched our own distinctive fields. For the biologist who had researched brain processes for nearly forty years, the flashpoint was the argument that the mind is innately structured into modules which work like a Swiss army knife.10 For the sociologist and feminist it was the claim that parental love is reducible to genetics. Because EP theorists attack the social sciences as a preliminary move before constructing their new approach, they directly challenge social science in a way sociobiology did not. It is interesting that in his latest book, Consilience, the sociobiologist E.O. Wilson borrows from EP’s critique of the social sciences to shore up his own position. Thus unlike the foundational texts of sociobiology, revisionist sociobiology along with the new EP demands a reply from within the canon of the social sciences.

This sense that it was no longer possible to be a spectator while radical biologists attacked the old monolithic biological determinism of sociobiology was widely shared. Cultural theorists, philosophers, anthropologists, developmental psychologists, ethologists and molecular biologists were drawn into criticising claims which affected their fields and hence general culture. Thus in a moment of exasperation with some of EP’s more fantastic claims, the ethologist Pat Bateson complained that it had set back evolutionary theory by ten years. A colleague teaching family studies to social work students saw the plausibility of the EP theory of stepfather infanticide as troublingly attractive to those students who wanted easy answers to complex problems.

Hence, to return to our opening sentence, our reason for claiming the importance of this book. Its history is worth telling. We conceived of it early in 1998. We recognised that, by contrast with the case of sociobiology, this time the critiques of EP must of necessity come from many disciplines. But we wanted to ensure that as far as possible those who spoke in these many voices had the opportunity to discuss their ideas with one another and mutually hone them before presenting them in book form. Such an opportunity was provided by the postmodernist architectural critic Charles Jencks, who hosted a three-day seminar in September 1998 in the Keswicks’ family house, Portrack, in Scotland. Portrack has the unusual charm of a DNA garden of the senses designed by Charles together with his late wife, the landscape gardener Maggie Keswick. Fifteen of the potential contributors met to discuss the pre-circulated drafts that formed the basis for most of the chapters in this book. We have undertaken the task of integrating and editing the papers resulting from these immensely exciting and stimulating few days.

The contributors come to the discussion of evolutionary psychology from many different points of view and do not speak with a single voice. Some of the resulting chapters are primarily critical of the claims of some of EP’s most prominent writers, others are concerned with developing alternative explanatory perspectives – in biology, anthropology, developmental psychology and social theory. Both the criticisms and the alternatives are important. It’s an old academic adage, but nonetheless true, that bad theory can never be driven out solely by criticism. A better alternative has to be offered. Critics of EP such as the science journalist John Horgan11 and the religious affairs commentator Andrew Brown12 have usefully interrupted the self-referential flow of the EP narrative, but replacing a flawed narrative has ultimately to come from within the disciplines themselves.

The book is organised as follows. In the first chapter, the sociologist Dorothy Nelkin reflects on the religious language and metaphor with which so much evolutionary psychology, particularly in its US variant, is suffused. EP, she shows, seeks to take its place within and alongside a form of scientific Christianity. Chapter 2 was written by Charles Jencks in the light of his encounter with E. O. Wilson – the man whom the novelist Tom Wolfe described as the new Darwin – at a conference in Boston. Here Wilson developed his argument for Consilience – the unity of the sciences and the subordination of art to human evolutionary imperatives – a claim which Jencks demolishes in a stylishly ironic essay. Chapter 3 is by the molecular biologist Gabriel Dover. His target, as indicated by the chapter’s title, is Richard Dawkins’s slogan, ‘the selfish gene’. Dover’s own research programme has led him to a different and more complex view of the nature of genetic mechanisms in evolution, notably the concept of adoptation, and his chapter serves both as a critique of Dawkinsian genetics and an explication of the alternative view.

One of the more bizarre extensions of selfish genery in recent years has been the way in which a number of EP converts have taken up an almost off-the-cuff suggestion by Dawkins that there might exist units of culture, analogous to genes, which could similarly replicate and mutate inside individual people. Our brains would in this sense become the lumbering robots required for memic transmission just as our bodies are, for Dawkins, for our genes. The philosopher Mary Midgley analyses this claim in her chapter. Neither thought nor culture, she insists, are granular or can be decomposed into memic units. Unlike genes, memes are content-free concepts. Chapter 5 sees the evolutionary theorist and writer Stephen Jay Gould confront philosopher David Dennett’s simplistic understanding of Darwinian natural selection theory, in a characteristically robust essay which appeared in an earlier version in the New York Review of Books. Where Dennett sees Darwinism as a universal acid, Gould emphasises complexity, the plurality of evolutionary mechanisms and the naïveté of monolithic adaptationist explanations.

In Chapter 7 Hilary Rose tackles head on the claims of Tooby and Cosmides that an entity they call the ‘standard social science model’ is central to sociology and anthropology, and that it needs to be replaced by a model subordinate to evolutionary psychology’s own perspectives. She traces the roots of EP from Malthus, Darwin and nineteenth-century Social Darwinism to the present day and discusses its relationship to both past and present Anglo-American neoliberalism. She contrasts the scientifically satisfying explanation of suicide by the nineteenth-century sociologist Durkheim (attacked by EP for defending the autonomy of the social) with Daly and Wilson’s inadequate evolutionary explanation of infanticide.

One of the bestselling EP books of recent years has been Steven Pinker’s How the Mind Works, billed on its UK dust jacket as the best book ever written about the mind. Cultural theorist Barbara Herrnstein Smith subjects Pinker’s claims to close critical scrutiny in Chapter 7. She focuses on two aspects of evolutionary psychology which are abundantly present in Pinker’s writing: first, the distinctive, preemptive claims issued by EP’s practitioners and promoters and, second, the peculiarly sewn-up image of the mind that emerges from these accounts. She contrasts the premature triumphalism of EP, which declares victory for its team, with the rich developments taking place within contemporary cognitive science. Her chapter is followed by developmental child psychologist Annette Karmiloff-Smith’s critique of nativism – the belief in innate characteristics – which exactly complements Herrnstein Smith’s general point by empirically demolishing one of Pinker’s central theoretical claims, that of the modularity of mind (the notorious Swiss army knife analogy). Pinker argues that mental processes are not only modular but innate, so that children are born, for instance, with a language acquisition device (LAD). Karmiloff-Smith’s work with children suffering from Williams syndrome, who have characteristic language deficits, shows that the evidence cannot support the nativist LAD hypothesis.

Chapter 9, by Pat Bateson, retraces the old nature/nurture debate and the concept of instinct, with its roots in ethological theory and the writings of Konrad Lorenz. The developmental perspective which Bateson shares with Karmiloff-Smith transcends these old dichotomies. For Bateson living creatures are not usefully understood as partitioned into fixed and discrete components provided by genes and environment, or behaviour as partitioned between learned and instinctive. Process is central within any account of development and thence evolution.

Next, the feminist biologist Anne Fausto-Sterling crisply surveys the androcentric history of so much evolutionary writing, beginning with Darwin’s initial failure to consider the evolution of women at all, to the recent claims of EP advocates David Buss and Robert Wright. These claim to fill the gap in evolutionary theorising, but continue to rehearse the nineteenth-century story of the natural persistence of female coynesss (despite the animal studies by Sarah Hrdy and other contemporary primatologists) and male ambition. Fausto-Sterling sharply contrasts the sophistication of the animal studies of mating with the methodological weaknesses of the allegedly parallel studies of human mating practices. Because biology-as-destiny has historically been associated with attempts to define some human Other as a lesser life and therefore to be stigmatised, excluded or worse, it is appropriate that disability sociologist Tom Shakespeare and his colleague Mark Erickson follow. Disability theorists, like many feminists, want to move beyond the either/or of the ‘two cultures’ model. Disability, like a baby, is at the same moment both social and biological, not one or the other.

With sociologist, amateur naturalist and Darwin scholar Ted Benton, we return to Darwin and to Alfred Russel Wallace. He reminds us of their simultaneous discovery of natural selection, but their separation over both human evolution and Darwin’s androcentric focus. He then turns to a critical and detailed analysis of the attempt to introduce evolutionary theory into sociology by W. G. Runciman in his book The Social Animal. He shares Mary Midgley’s contempt for memology, and Hilary Rose’s insistence on the autonomy of the social, against the colonising pretensions of EP.

The anthropologist Tim Ingold, like Shakespeare and Erickson, Fausto-Sterling and Bateson, argues against either/or dichotomous thinking. Beginning with an account of several anthropological, cultural and psychological theorists who attempt, but, he argues, fail to transcend reductionism, he takes as his paradigm case that of walking. Can ‘walking’ be considered as an evolved, innately developing skill independent of the context in which individuals learn? Ingold’s answer is emphatically no: we do not walk in the abstract, but only in a myriad concrete ways shaped simultaneously by our physical environment, our biology and our cultural milieu. In the last chapter Steven Rose seeks to escape the chains placed on the understanding of living processes by either the one-dimensionality and static character of DNA-based thinking about developmental and evolutionary processes or by that of the innate modular architecture of the mind conceived as an information-processing device. Minds, he argues, deal not with information but with meaning and living organisms must be understood not as reducible to their genes but as following a lifeline trajectory, simultaneously product and process, being and becoming.

Finally, we would like to make some acknowledgements. In a competitive academic world, it has been a delight to work with contributors none of whom attempted to impose their special disciplinary understandings on others, but who were prepared to listen and to collaborate in creating this book as, we trust, something more than the sum of its parts. This process was aided by Charles Jencks’s generous hospitality at Portrack and by the input of others present at the seminar, but who are not represented in this book: Cambridge (US) molecular biologist Jeremy Ahouse, MIT psychologist Bob Berwick and Birkbeck College historian of science Dorothy Porter. Many friends and colleagues have provided helpful comments on the various chapter drafts. The continuous support of the book’s agent Kay McCauley and editors Will Sulkin and Jörg Hensgen at Cape in London and Patty Gift at Crown in New York has been essential. Liz Cowen’s meticulous copy-editing has made our task much easier. We hope that this sense of collaboration is reflected as much in the response of those who read this book as it has been for us as editors.

January 2000

Notes and References

1 Other European countries, notably France, have been less overwhelmed by Darwinian evolutionary theory.

2 Jonathan Weiner, The Beak of the Finch (London, Vintage, 1994).

3 Randy Thornhill and Craig Palmer, A Natural History of Rape: Biological Bases of Sexual Coercion (Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 2000), p. 179.

4 It is interesting in this context that the theme of the Expo 2000 festival in Hanover in Germany is the need for the twenty-first century to clear up the scientific and technological mess left by the twentieth.

5 Though, given the levels of religiosity within the USA and the need for both politicians and scientists to handle that dimension cautiously, it is sometimes difficult to see the deep secularism of US science, especially the life sciences. However, a recent poll published in the US journal Science showed that a great majority of life scientists are now non-believers. Physicists are less hostile to religion – think, for instance, of such prominent writers as Paul Davies or Stephen Hawking.

6 Jonathan Marks, ‘The Human Genome in Evolutionary Context: 98% Chimpanzee and 35% Daffodil’, Symposium no. 124: Anthropology in the Age of Genetics, Wenner Gren Foundation, Teresopolis, Brazil, 11-19 June 1999.

7 Wellcome Trust Medicine and Society Programme, Public Perceptions on Human Cloning (London, Wellcome Trust, 1998).

8 The rapporteur for the group was the anthropologist Ashley Montagu, who was to engage in many of the later confrontations with, for instance, sociobiology and died only in 1999.

9 Marek Kohn, The Race Gallery: The Return of Racial Science (London, Cape, 1995), p. 7.

10 The EP authors most publicly associated with these propositions, though by no means the only ones, are Daly and Wilson, and Pinker.

11 John Horgan, The Undiscovered Mind: How the Brain Defies Explanation (London, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1999).

12 Andrew Brown, The Darwin Wars: How Stupid Genes Became Selfish Gods (London, Simon & Schuster, 1999).


2

Less Selfish than Sacred? Genes and the Religious Impulse in Evolutionary Psychology

Dorothy Nelkin

When Harvard University entomologist Edward O. Wilson first learned about evolution, he experienced, in his words, an ‘epiphany’. He describes the experience: ‘Suddenly – that is not too strong a word – I saw the world in a wholly new way . . . A tumbler fell somewhere in my mind, and a door opened to a new world. I was enthralled, couldn’t stop thinking about the implications evolution has . . . for just about everything.’1

Wilson, who was raised as a southern Baptist, believes in the power of revelation. Though he drifted away from the Church, he maintained his religious feeling. ‘Perhaps science is a continuation on new and better tested ground to attain the same end. If so, then, in that sense science is religion liberated and writ large.’2

Religion has been defined as a belief system that includes the idea of the existence of ‘an eternal principle . . . that has created the world, that governs it, that controls its destinies or that intervenes in the natural course of its history’.3 Believers understand this eternal principle – whether a God or a powerful idea – to be the key to all knowledge, the explanation of history, and the guide to the conduct of everyday behaviour.

According to a statement by the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS), the differences between science and religion have to do with the kind of questions asked: ‘Science is about causes, religion about meaning. Science deals with how things happen in nature, religion with why there is anything rather than nothing. Science answers specific questions about the workings of nature, religion addresses the ultimate ground of nature.’4

Yet scientists who call themselves evolutionary psychologists, including those from the related disciplines of sociobiology and behavioural genetics, are addressing questions about meaning, about why things happen, about the ultimate ground of nature. Their explanations are based on the principle that human nature and human behaviour are governed by the evolutionary process of natural selection. According to this principle, people behave in ways that confer the greatest ‘Darwinian fitness’ for their offspring, that is, for the perpetuation of their genes.

Edward O. Wilson developed the all-encompassing dimensions of this principle in several books, including Sociobiology (1975), On Human Nature (1978) and Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (1998). He claims that individual and cultural practices, including kin selection, parental investment, mating strategy, status seeking, territorial expansion and defence, and contractual agreements are all determined by the impulse to confer Darwinian advantage to the genes.5 The eternal principle of natural selection, he believes, shapes our behaviour, moral impulses, human relationships and cultural norms.

He and other scientists have promoted this model of human nature in popular books and magazines with missionary fervour, aiming to convert the unenlightened. So ardent are their efforts, it is almost as if they aspire to assure the Darwinian fitness of the theory – to assure its survival in the world of cosmic ideas. Their claims, their language and their style have striking religious overtones.

In this chapter I do not attempt to evaluate the scientific validity of the ideas promulgated by evolutionary psychologists or sociobiologists. Others, not least in this volume, have done this well. Rather, I examine various ways in which these theories and the style of promoting them are motivated by a religious impulse. To be sure, their theories do not rely on a God or Divine Mover. Some sociobiologists like Richard Dawkins pride themselves on being materialist, reductionist and overtly anti-religious. But they offer theories proclaiming the evolutionary basis of human behaviour as explanations for virtually everything and as the basis for the unification of knowledge. Scientists promoting genetic explanations use a language replete with religious metaphors and concepts such as immortality and essentialism – indeed, the gene appears as a kind of sacred ‘soul’. And as missionaries bringing truth to the unenlightened, they claim their theories are guides to moral action and policy agendas. They are, I argue, part of a current cultural move to blur the boundaries between science and religion.

A Theory of Everything

Biologists have long sought to unify knowledge through the elucidation of the fundamental properties of life.6 In the 1930s in Britain and the United States, this effort took the form of the ‘evolutionary synthesis’, which seemed to reconcile Darwinism and Mendelism – selection and genetics – theories that were apparently contradictory. The architects of the synthesis promoted the idea that biological change through time – that is, evolution – could serve as the intellectual centrepiece for the study of life. In the 1950s the rise of molecular biology promised to explain life at its most fundamental physico-chemical level, the double helix of DNA.

Sociobiology and evolutionary psychology are but the latest efforts to develop a unifying theory that will explain the meaning of ‘Life itself’.7 In 1975 Wilson announced a ‘new synthesis’ that drew on both evolutionary biology and molecular biology to explain the human social order in biological terms. In subsequent years DNA, the so-called ‘secret of life’, became the most important entity in the search for an essential biological principle – reflected in the international efforts to map the human genome.

Molecular biologists have focused their work more on genetic diseases than on behaviour, but they are also exploring the genetic bases of mental illness, obesity and homosexuality, and some are pursuing genes that might lead to a propensity to violence. For the most part, however, they have left the complex and controversial terrain of human behaviour to psychologists who draw inferences about the heritability of behaviour from studies of identical twins,8 or to sociobiologists and evolutionary psychologists who are developing theoretical arguments about the influence of natural selection on the human condition.

The theory of natural selection, they claim, explains why individuals engage in such complex behaviours as love, jealousy, risk taking, infidelity, rape, status seeking, violence and addiction. The desire for evolutionary fitness also lies at the root of cultural differences in gender distinctions and social relationships; and it defines our concepts of good and evil. Natural selection to evolutionary psychologists is a ‘theory of everything’, an eternal principle that explains why we behave the way we do and what makes us what we are; it defines the very meaning of human existence.

Though concerned about genes, evolutionary psychologists are no longer addressing the old debate about the relative influence of nature or nurture on human behaviour: they are firmly convinced of the biological basis of human nature and culture as well. They are rather seeking universal explanations – the cosmic truth that underlies life, death, culture and faith. This truth lies in natural selection as ‘the consistent guiding force’.9 The need to maximise ‘evolutionary fitness’ governs the world, controls destiny, intervenes in history and guides the conduct of human behaviour.

Reviewing the field of evolutionary psychology, journalist Robert Wright’s The Moral Animal – revealingly subtitled Why We Are the Way We Are – concludes that all our behaviour reflects the need to maximise genetic inheritance.10 (See Anne Fausto-Sterling’s chapter.) Robin Baker in The Sperm Wars offers evolutionary explanations of human sexuality: all sexual behaviour is driven by the need to pass on genes and sperm compete to maximise the genetic potential of offspring.11 Richard Dawkins in one of the earliest books on sociobiology, The Selfish Gene, reduces people to the status of ‘robot vehicles’ programmed to perpetuate genes.12 Frans de Waal, applying his research on chimpanzees to human behaviour, seeks to integrate and unify all the sciences according to evolutionary principles.13 Wilson, trying to discern ‘a deeper unity within the species’, describes his theory of consilience as a metaphysical world view: ‘Science offers the boldest metaphysics of the age . . . there is a general explanation of the human condition proceeding from the deep history of genetic evolution.’14

Such beliefs are not theistic; they are not necessarily based on the existence of God or a spiritual entity. But they do follow a religious mindset that sees the world in terms of cosmic principles, ultimate purpose and design. Dawkins, who has been called the ‘chief gladiator against religion’, insists that anyone who believes in a creator, God, is ‘scientifically illiterate’. ‘Only the scientifically illiterate accept the why question where living creatures are concerned.’15 He argues that the idea of higher purpose is an illusion and religion a dead issue. Yet Dawkins does finds ultimate purpose in human existence – the propagation of genes.

Wilson explicitly incorporates notions of purpose and design when he describes sociobiology as a science of systems design: ‘If the theory of natural selection is really correct, an evolving species can be metaphorized as a communications engineer who tries to assemble as perfect a transmission device as the materials at hand permit.’16 In Consilience he refers to people as ‘adaptation executers’. Their adaptations are ‘designed to maximize fitness, to exploit the local environment in the name of genetic self interest’.17

Though once a theist brought up to believe in God, Wilson now calls himself a deist, ‘willing to buy the idea that some creative force determined the parameters of the universe when it began . . . It would mean that human existence really is exalted and that immortality is a prospect.’18 Though this force is not a God, Wilson’s evolutionary epic purports to explain how the world works ‘without surrendering the mystery of the Almighty and the need for communal liturgy’.19

Religious Rhetoric

Evolutionary psychologists have built their credibility on the success of molecular biologists in isolating disease genes. Convinced of the centrality of the genes, they believe that the mind will ultimately be reduced to material properties, that genetics has set the stage for understanding the still more complex systems of mind and behaviour.

The language used by geneticists to describe the genes is permeated with biblical imagery. Geneticists call the genome the ‘Bible’, the ‘Book of Man’ and the ‘Holy Grail’. They convey an image of this molecular structure as more than a powerful biological entity: it is also a mystical force that defines the natural and moral order. And they project an idea of genetic essentialism, suggesting that by deciphering and decoding the molecular text they will be able to reconstruct the essence of human beings, unlock the key to human nature. As geneticist Walter Gilbert put it, understanding our genetic composition is the ultimate answer to the commandment ‘know thyself’. Gilbert introduces his lectures on gene sequencing by pulling a compact disk from his pocket and announcing to his audience, ‘This is you.’ Former director of the Human Genome Project and Nobel Prize winner James Watson has proclaimed in public interviews that DNA is ‘what makes us human’, and that, ‘in large measure, our fate is in our genes’.20 And a student, writing in The Pharos, a medical journal, speculates, ‘Given [its] essential roles in the origin, evolution and maintenance of life, it is tempting to wonder if this twisted sugar string of purine and pyrimidine base beads is, in fact, God.’21

Such images fuel popular narratives of genetic essentialism – a picture of the gene as the essence of the person, the locus of good and evil, the key to the ‘secret of life’. At one level, the gene is a biological entity, the unit of heredity, a sequence of DNA that specifies the composition of a protein carrying the information that forms the tissues and cells. But it has also become a cultural icon, invested with social meaning and spiritual significance.22

The biblical references that geneticists use to describe DNA have buttressed the claims of evolutionary psychologists, who seek to move beyond molecular biology to reveal the ‘hidden history of the prescriptive DNA stretched across countless generations’.23 They too endow the gene with spiritual importance as a powerful and sacred object – an essential and immortal entity through which human life, history and fate can be explained and understood. They too elevate genes by treating them as a way to explore fundamental questions about human life, to define the essence of human existence and to imagine immortality.

Dawkins’s extreme reductionism, in which DNA appears as immortal and the individual body as ultimately irrelevant, is in many ways a theological narrative: the things of this world (the body) do not matter, while the soul (DNA) lasts for ever. And Wilson says, ‘you get a sense of immortality’ as genes move on to future generations. Like the sacred texts of revealed religion, the ‘evolutionary epic’ explains our place in the world, our relationships, behaviour, morality and fate. It is indeed of truly epic proportions.

Missionary Fervour

Evolutionary psychologists are missionaries, advocating a set of principles that define the meaning of life and seeking to convert others to their beliefs. They are convinced they have insights into the human condition that must be accepted as truth. And their insights often come through revelations. Describing his conversion experience, Wilson notes that his biggest ideas happened ‘within minutes . . . Those moments don’t happen very often in a career, but they’re climactic and exhilarating.’24 He believes he is privy to ‘new revelations of great moral importance’, that from science ‘new intimations of immortality can be drawn and a new mythos evolved’. Convinced that evolutionary explanations should prevail over all other beliefs, he seeks conversions.

Missionaries, inspired by their revelations, often place limited value on empirical evidence. Holistic narratives become more important than detailed logical structure, for theories follow from a kind of revealed truth. Evolutionary psychologists admit there is a paucity of examples for behavioural genetics. And they acknowledge the great difficulty in showing the empirical basis of epigenetic rules – the hereditary regularities in the development process – as applied to human behaviour. The theory of genetic fitness, writes Wilson, is supported by ‘a scarcity of information’ and ‘the epigenetic rules that guide behavioral development are largely unexplored’. He admits that these shortcomings are conceptual, technical and deep, ‘but they are ultimately solvable’. Trust, he says, is wisely placed in the ‘natural consilience of the disciplines now addressing the connection between heredity and culture, even if support for it is accumulating slowly in bits and pieces’.25 For it is ‘better to steer by a lodestar than to drift across a meaningless sea’.26

Missionaries also tend to dismiss their critics. Evolutionary psychologists reject all postmodern thought, a category in which they include Afrocentrism, constructive social anthropology, eco-feminism, deep ecology, neo-Marxism and New Age holism. They label non-believers unenlightened, misguided, ignorant, unwilling to learn the truth, deluded, ideological or politically correct. They regard their critics as hostile forces, an image held over from the robustly belligerent response to sociobiology when Wilson first promulgated his ideas in the 1970s – a period less receptive to biological explanations of behaviour. These days, however, theories about the biological bases of human behaviour enjoy greater public and media support. But evolutionary psychologists are still frustrated by the reluctance of social scientists to adopt their models, and accuse them of ‘tribal devotion to past masters and ideological commitments’, of having a ‘left wing political axe to grind’.27 (See Hilary Rose’s chapter.) Deluded and unenlightened beliefs about human behaviour, they believe, are more than a theoretical problem; they obstruct effective and moral social action.

Evolution as a Guide to Moral Behaviour and Policy Agendas

Evolutionary psychology is not only a new science, it is a vision of morality and social order, a guide to moral behaviour and policy agendas. By attributing human behaviour to the occult operations of the cell, evolutionary explanations lift behaviour out of the social context, denying the influence of human agency. And by defining behaviour as ‘natural’ – the consequence of evolutionary adaptations – these explanations convey a message about appropriate social policies. Evolutionary psychologists call for ‘realism’ based on the principle that behaviour is mediated by evolutionary forces.

Robert Wright argues, for example, that the idea of moral responsibility underlying the current legal system is outmoded and obsolete. Assumptions about moral responsibility are historically grounded in the premise that most individuals can choose freely how they will behave. But individuals cannot control what they do if they are driven to act by biological predispositions. Blame, then, becomes an unrealistic and intellectually groundless notion.28 And, Wright says, arguments about intention, human agency, and free will are also meaningless when behaviour is reducible to evolutionary impulse. Policies must change accordingly: ‘Tortured legal doctrines that defy . . . our emerging comprehension of human nature . . . are unlikely to withstand the test of time.’29

Evolutionary psychologists explain international violence in terms of evolutionary pressures among males. Warfare, they claim, can be understood as an adaptive strategy for acquiring the resources to mate and produce offspring that will carry on their genetic endowment. Evolutionary theories, they say, yield tools for identifying regions ripe for conflict before trouble actually breaks out.30

Evolutionary psychologists also apply their theories to the explanation of gender differences and to prescriptions about appropriate moral behaviour. Robin Baker believes that moral evaluations and realistic policies must take into account the differences between males and females which have evolved from the need to ensure that the fittest genes are carried to the next generation.31 Women’s natural abilities will lead them to prefer childcare to work outside the home. Richard Dawkins takes this idea further, to claim that women have a disproportionate stake in children because of their ‘biological investment’ of both time and cytoplasm (the egg is larger than the sperm). Differences follow from the ‘abstract forces of evolution’.32

Such arguments, dealing with popular stereotypes, quickly reach the public through the mass media. In 1995 ABC aired a news special called ‘Boys and Girls are Different’ to announce the scientific evidence demonstrating the genetic differences between the sexes. Men have better spatial and directional abilities; women are better nurturers; men are better at maths; women have better verbal skills. These differences in intellectual and emotional skills, claimed the television host, had developed to assure evolutionary advantage. He concluded that the failure of women to achieve economic and professional parity with men was a consequence of these genetic differences rather than social and political forces. (See Anne Fausto-Sterling’s chapter.)

Evolutionary explanations combine the credibility of science with the certainty of religion. They are especially convenient at a time when governments, faced with cost constraints, are seeking to dismantle the welfare state.33 Why support job training, welfare or childcare programmes when those targeted are biologically incapable of benefiting from the effort? Theories about the evolutionary basis of status distinctions are a way to explain persistent poverty and social inequalities. Attaining status, so the argument goes, enables people to attract mates and to pass on their genes. Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray developed the policy implications of this theory in The Bell Curve, in which they argued that economic inequities are a ratification of ‘genetic justice’.34 Similarly, J. Philippe Rushton presents a theory of racial differences in brain and genital size, which he claims are based on evolutionary adaptations. Racial variation in skills, he says, is a consequence of evolutionary pressures.35

Those seeking to restrict immigration have found such theories useful. Some have claimed in policy debates that evolutionary pressures have led to the biological inferiority of some races and even nations. Cultural traits, they say, reflect genetic differences developed through evolutionary and adaptive changes.36 For example, Peter Brimelow in Alien Nation writes that the process by which nations are created ‘is not merely cultural but to a considerable extent biological’.37 The policy message, received and promulgated in the mass media, is clear: ‘Moral codes and policy prescriptions that don’t acknowledge human nature are doomed to fail.’38

Nigel Nicholson, a professor at the London Business School and an evolutionary psychologist, has applied the evolutionary principle to organisational behaviour. He says in an interview in Fortune that he can show that certain companies are more successful than others because they have followed a model ‘for which we were designed’.39 And a Business Week writer attributes the ascension of Newt Gingrich to a position of political influence to his interest in the Dutch primatologist Frans de Waal, who studies power within a community of chimpanzees. Gingrich was an avid follower of this work on evolutionary behaviour and strategically applied its principles in the political arena.40 But clearly there were deeper political forces which ultimately sealed Newt’s fate.

The appeal of evolutionary psychology is, in part, politically driven. Evolutionary principles imply genetic destiny. They de-emphasise the influence of social circumstances, for there are natural limits constraining individuals. The moral? No possible social system, educational or nurturing plan can change the status quo. Evolution, defined as an eternal principle ‘writ large’, becomes a way to justify existing social categories and to deflect critical examination of the powers underlying social policy.

More than a scientific theory, evolutionary psychology is a quasi-religious narrative, providing a simple and compelling answer to complex and enduring questions concerning the cause of good and evil, the basis of moral responsibility and age-old questions about the nature of human nature. While represented as a scientific theory, evolutionary psychology is rooted in a religious impulse to explain the meaning of life.

Science and the Religious Impulse

Scientists have long argued that science and religion are separate and distinct spheres of life and that the appropriate relationship is one of mutual tolerance. Individuals, after all, are able to operate comfortably in both domains, even if their beliefs are philosophically in contradiction. Indeed, many scientists hold devout religious beliefs in their personal lives yet remain active in their laboratories. An often-cited example is Francis Collins, director of the Human Genome Project. He is an evangelical Christian who finds no conflict between religion and science; they simply operate in different spheres. He does find religious implications in his work which he feels gives him a kind of privileged entry into divine knowledge. When something new is revealed about the human genome, ‘I experience a sense of awe at the realization that humanity now knows something only God knew before. It is a deeply moving sensation that helps me appreciate the spiritual side of life.’41 Collins sees no conflict between scientific understanding of evolution and the idea of a creator God: ‘Why couldn’t God have used the mechanism of evolution to create?’

The ‘no-conflict’ theory is rejected by some historians. William Provine, historian of biology from Cornell, argues that the conflict between science and religion is fundamental and profound, and that the traditional truce between science and religion, based on the assumption that they deal with distinct domains, has been a convenient but unrealistic myth.42

Historian David Noble, in his book The Religion of Technology, takes issue with the very distinction between religion and science, demonstrating that science and technology have long been driven by ‘spiritual yearnings for supernatural redemption’. Early science was a religious endeavour devoted to bringing man closer to the Divine Being. As ‘handmaiden to revelation and prophecy’, it is invested with spiritual significance.43

Today the religious impulse appears to be reviving. Having cut off the dialogue between science and the humanities through the ‘science wars’, many scientists are seeking to create a dialogue between science and religion. The fervent claims of evolutionary psychologists, their search for ultimate meaning through their theories, are not unique. God-talk has come into vogue among scientists who are using explicit religious metaphors to project the meaning and power of their work. A spate of recent books blur the traditional boundaries between science and religion when their authors claim, with nearly religious conviction and clearly religious language, that they have found the ultimate unifying principle which will reveal the most fundamental truths.

Science popularisations are full of all-encompassing explanations and spiritual claims. Science books have cosmic titles: The Web of Life, The Physics of Immortality, The God Particle, Dreams of a Final Theory, The Sacred Depths of Nature, The Science of God, The Engine of Reason: The Seat of the Soul, The Astonishing Hypothesis: The Scientific Search for the Soul, Nature’s Mind, Evolution, Morality and the Meaning of Life, The Biology of Moral Systems.

Physicists were the first to describe their work in such cosmic terms. Leon Lederman, Nobel Prize-winning physicist, has named the subatomic entity which he believes determines everything the ‘God particle’. Nobel Prize winner Steven Weinberg, in Dreams of a Final Theory, searches for the
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