THE DESCENT OF DARWINISM

(A Philosophical Critigque of Socicbiology/
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The last clear definite function of man - muscl
aching to work, minds achinz to create beycnd ¢
single need - this is man. To build a wall, to build a
house, a dam, and 1in the wall and house and dam to
put something of Manself and to Manself take back
sonmethinrg of the wall, the house, the dam:. to take
hard muscles from the lifting, to take the clear lines
and form from conceiving. For man, unlike anything
organic or 1norganic 1in the unilverse, grows beycnd
his work, walks up the stairs of his concepts,
emerges ahead of his acccmplishments.

(J Steinbeck - 122 Grapes zI ¥Yrath)

In man creature and creator are united: in man there
is material, fragment, excess, clay, dirt, nonsense,
chaos; but in man there is also creator, form-giver,
hammer hardness, spectator divirnity, and seventh day:
do you understand this contrast?

(F Nietzsche - Bevond .Gaod and Evild
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The following thesis offers a philosophical critique of scoci
which 1is identified as a recent attempt to produce a genera. theory of
animal behaviour, enccmpassing an account of human nature. The {first
chapter examines the empirical and theoretical foundations of soclabiology,
highlighting some of the philosophical topics regarding the relation of
the natural and social sciences, and the attermpt to offer an acccunt oI

human pature within a largely mathematical and mechanistic theorstical

framework.

Chapter two looks at the major cspecific areas of human behaviour
featured in socicbiological accounts., A close exarminaticon o2f empirical
evidence, underlying theoretical assumptions, behavicural categories and
definitions, and finally deduced conclusions reveals several weaknesses and
examples of fallacious reasoning. The third chapter continuss to examine
the account of human nature in relation to the broadest and most abstract
features of social structures and interactions. The political dimension of
soclobiology 1is examined - both 1in terms of ‘its account of polifical

behaviour, and in the theoretical opposition between soclobiology and left-

wing 1deologies. The socicblological account of religious behaviour 1is

-

rejected i1in taveour of one couched 1In terms of sccial rather Than

genetically heritable dispositions.

Chapter four evaluates the attempt to respond to early criticisms of
coclobiology. It 1is argued that the main theoretical stance regarding
huran behaviour remains little changed, and that the new thecretical
medels create even more conceptual problems, thus falling *C provide 23
framework for an account of human nature. The final chapter applies some
ldeas from evolutionary theory to specific areas of philosophical
controversy: the relation of mind to language; fthe ascripticn of mnental
life to other species; functionalist and epiphenomenaiist accounts of
consciousness. It is l argued that empirical and theoretical considerations

from the natural sciences may thus infcorm traditional areas of

philosophical debate, creating useful interdisciplinary dialogues.
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Chapter One: A Critigue of

sociloblological Methodology

1.1 Ihe ocientific Origins and Alms of Sociobiglogy

The publication.in 1975 of E O Vilson's massive text Socigbiglogy:

the New Synthesis sparked off a heated dispute about the status of the so-
called 'new science' of socicbiology. Whilst proponents of the theory such
as Vllson defended sociobiology as capable of explaining within a strict
scientific methodology the origins, scope and significance of social
behaviour at the level of both individual and group displays, its critics
accused it of glossing over the content and complexities of existing
models o0of Dbehavioural interpretation, and of reducing Dbehavioural
explanation to tautological statements about adaptational functions. (see
for exampile: Baldwin & Baldwin,1981; Kitcher et al, 1987, especially pages
61 - 74,) Hot cortent with an attack on the scientific credibility of
soclobiology, various groups have also pursued ad homiaem style arguments,
questioning the possible sociopolitical motivations of its supporters and
the likely results of a practical application of the theory. The suggestion
is tbhat socicbiology may well find favour in the minds of thcse eager to
believe a potentially divisive account of genetically—-based differences in
ability between various ethnic, sexual and socioeccnomic groups within
human soclety, regardless of 1its actual scientific credentials. (For

examples of such criticisms, see: The New York Review 0f Books, Beckwith,

J. and others,1975 and Rose,S. et al, 1984 .



The range and intensity of reaction to Vilson's work, from layman to

specialist, was not unlike that which occurred over a century earlier in

reaction to Darwin's publication of The Qrigin of Species and the later
work The Descent of Man. In both cases the dispute focussed not on the
author's exhaustive and meticulous observations of many varied species, but
on the inclusion in their theories of one particular species - Homo
Saplens., Just as Darwin's account of the origin of the human species by
the process of natural evolution was reviled by some as a dehumanisation
and debasing of man's previously isolated and privileged status in the
natural world, so Vilson's account of the origins and guiding mechanisms
of man's social nature is seen by some as an attack on the autonomy and
meaning of our social structures and their products. The similarity of
reaction to the works can be explained at least in part by certain
features which they share in common. In both cases the authors generated
speculative and radical theories for which éonclusive empirical evidence
was lacking. They both proposed a synthesis of data and method from
previously distinct research disciplines, overturning existing theories i1n
the wake of a new, all-embracing conceptual framework. In both cases the
new theory was to extend so far as to include our own speciles, which had
previously lain outside of the existing theoretical scope. Both theories
posed a threat tc a particular group, whose supporters quickly became the
focal point for vehement opposition. In Darwin's case the strongest
reaction came from (and still comes from) the supporters of the threatened
Creationist account of the origin of all life on this planet. For Wilson
the main opposition is from the practitioners of the social sciences and

humanities - those areas Wilson has suggested should and will be

'‘biclogicized' by the new discipline (Cf Wilson,1975,p.4).



Wilson's vision of the transformation which he claims must occur
within the existing scientifié structures 1is certainly not a new one. As
one critic of socicbioiogy has expressed 1t: "Wilson's monism is the latest
version oif positivism, the contention that the cognitive aims of natural
and soclal science are basically the same.® (Pickens,1985,p.67). In fact

Wilson himself seems to see his work as part of the historical Iline of

development to which Pickens refers:

A guiding principle has nevertheless reemerged from
the combined efforts +that once 1inspired Comte,

Spencer and other nineteentk century visiocnaries
before dying <from premature birth and Social
Darwinism: that all of the natural sciences and
soclal sciences form a seanless whole, so0 that
chemistry can be unified with physics, biology with
chemistry, psychology with ©biology, and sociology
with psychology - all the way across the domain of
enquiry by means of an unbroken web of theory and
verification. (Lumsden & Wilson,1983,p.171)

This vision of a unified science 1ncorporating all aspects o0of man's
knowledge, which began during the enlightenment with the successiul
development and application of the natural scientific method, received an
initial boost with the publication of Darwinian theory which {inally
brought our own speciles' origins within the bounds of natural science.
However, as Wilson comments, the early attempts to merge the two dc@ains
of natural and soclal scientific theory were scon to bte tainted by their
incorporation 1into the right-wing 1ideologies of Social Darwinism in
America, and the rise of Naziism 1n Germany <(see: Gasman,bl971 and
Stein,1987). The more recent and rapid development of theory and
experimental success within the biologically-based sciences over the past
fifty years or so has once again sufficiently enthused the supporters of
sociobiological theory to predict that a century from now the rigid

disciplinary frontiers at present mostly respected by both natural and



social science practiticners will be broken down. This process 1is

envisioned as a mainly one-way colonisation of the sccial science

territories by the biologically-based disciplines:

To maintain the species indefinitely we are compelled
to drive toward total knowledge, right down to the
levels of the neuron and gene. When we have
progressed enough to explain ourselves In these
mechanlistic terms, and the social sciences have cone
to full flower, the result might be hard +to

accept...But we still have another hundred years.
(Wilson,1975,p.571 - emphasis added>

It is clear from the phrase I have emphasised that the changes envisioned
are not merely 1in the degree- 0of cooperation and informational exchange
between the natural and soclal science disciplines: rather, they constitute
come form of reduction of description and explanation from the present
largely non-mechanistic terms of the social sclences to the mechanistic
terms and models of the natural sciences. It will be one of my main
contentions that the enthusiasm with which such chanées are envisioned
tends to produce a smoke—-screen, behind which 1lie many unresolved
problems of both a theoretical and empirical nature. Though specifically
aimed at the theory and practice of sociobiclogy, many of my criticisms in
t]:}is area would apply equally to any attempted merging of the natural and

social scilences, and as such they constitute some of the problems debated

within the philosophy of science generally.

Given the above predictions by Vilson, coupled with sociobiology's
sociopolitical ancestry, it 1is hardly surprising that the reactions from
many quarters have been aggressive and tended to polarise interested
parties into two strongly opposed camps. However, it is important to place

socioblology within a historical context, since the theories of Wilson and

others have grown out of a body of established scientific research and
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theory. Saociobiology was defined by Wilson himself as "the systematic
Study of the biological basis of all social behaviour (Vilson,1975,p.4).

Its scilentific roots are to be found in the disciplines of ethology,
ecalogy, population genetics, and the general application to animal studies
of the OSynthetic Theory of Evolution, which combines Darwinian

evolutionary theory with the genetic mechanisms of heredity first

discovered by Gregor Mendel. The systematic study of animal behaviour

(ethology) was established in this century through the aobservational work

and theory of such pioneers as Konrad Lorenz and Niko Tinbergen. (See for
example: Lorenz,1937, 1965 & 1970 and Tinbergen,1931.) They began tc
observe and record animal behaviour in the wild, with a view to explaining
the forms and origin of such behaviour 1n the same way that thke
morphological traits of a species are explained. Just as an animal's organs
are regarded as the products of evolution by natural selection, and
therefore to some exient a functional adaptation to the environment, so
the behavioural traits of animals were examined from the same thecretical
stance. (The idea fhat morphology and bedhaviour c¢ould be equally
approached and explained from an adaptational functionalist perspective

was already suggested in Darwin's own work. See: Darwin, 1859, especially

Chapter 8.)

An example of such a theoretical approach was Tinbergen's observation

of Herring Gull colonies (Tinbergen,1953), which revealed in an apparently
chaotic and disfunctional assemblage of individuals competing for limited
resources a high degree of mutually-responsive behaviour. Such ‘'social’
behaviour was explained as serving functionally to regulate and perpetuate
the 1living conditions of individuals and of the colony as a whole.

Territoriality, aggression, mating and rearing of chicks, role divisions,
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reactions to predators both 1individually and collectively, and all
essential aspects of the gulls' life were found upon close observation to
be subject to very precise control by largely instinctive behavioural
patterns. Such behaviour was coordinated throughout the group by the
mutual exchange of instinctively recognised signals (as opposed to a
system of learned signals). Through this system of signals individuals
could affect and be affected by the behaviour of those around them.
Possibly the most famous and impressive of these experiments in
behavioural response are those performed by Tinbergen on the food-request
behaviour of baby Herring Gulls. From the moment of hatching, the chicks
peck at a red spot which 1s prominent on the Tip of the parent's beak, in
order to elicit regurgitated food. Through a series of simple but elegant
controlled experiments, Tinbergen was able to show that this behaviour is
species-specific and requires no learning for 1its manifestation, the
behavioural response to the stimuli being wholly explicable in terms of
genetic heritabillity. (For a full account of this work see Tinbergen &

Perdeck,1950.>

The importance of this approach to animal behaviour was 1its capacity
to observe and explain specific features of behaviour 1in terms of theilr
being a functional adaptation to some pertinent feature(s> of the natural
environment. The instinctive nature of many responses to stimull indicated
that the behaviour was under a degree of genetic control, adding support
to the premise that some behaviour at least is the product of evolution by
natural selection. This theoretical stance brought together the study of
all aspects of living organisms - both morphological and behavioural -
and provided the foundations for the science of etholcgy, from which

sociobiology has emerged as a more recent development. There were,



however, certain formse of bekaviour which would not fit 1into the
theoretical framework which viewed all behaviour as to some extent the
adaptive product of evolution. To appreciate why this was so, it is first
necessary to give a brief summary of the theory of evolution by natural

selection, since it 1s this theory which underpins the arguments which I

will go on to examine in detail later.

Evolutionary theory states that any population will tend to increase

its numbers by reproduction (ceteris paribus) until such expansion is
checked by the“ limiting factors of the habitat. At this point, further
increase in numbers will result in a rise in the mortality rate. This is
due to the effects of aovercrowding, such as starvation; increased spread of
disease; build-up of toxic wastes; increased c:campétition for necessary
resources; changes 1in relations <o pfedatory species due to increased
numbers; etc. However, as no two individuals are likely to be equal in
their respective ability to respond t(? the demands and pressures created
by a natural environment, those individuals less suited to the particular
demands will tend to suffer and die. This process ot 'natural selection’
will therefore tend over a number of generations to filter out the less
'fit' or- 'able’, leaving a higher proportion in the population of those who,
by virtue of their abilities, are in relation to the specific environment
more fit or able than others. The continued appearance in each generation
of unique or novel individuals is assured in sexually reproducing species
by the novel recombination of genetic material during formation of the
zygote, and in all species by the appearance of random genetic mutations.
(It should be noted that 'random' in this caoantext means with respect to

pertinent features of the environment, and not 'random' in the sense of

being totally arbitrary or incapable of being ascribed to any cause.



Nutations are not causally indetermined - they are merely 'blind' +to
environmental features and the adaptive needs of the species.) The result
of these processes of recombination and mutation is the production of
novel genetic types, on which are based the development of individuals
with varying abilities which are to some greater or lesser degree gene-

dependent and therefore genetically heritable. Over a number of generations

the continuous elimination of those 1individuals 1less suited to the
environment will tend to create a population of individuals whose abilities
will show a degree of correspondence or ‘'adaptation' toc pertinent features

of the environment. (Just what counts as a 'pertinent feature' will vary
from species to species, as well as over time for any particular species.)

It is 1important to note that 'natural selection' as such is an inevitable
cutcome 0f an ecolaogical relation between a2 reproducing population and its
habitat. 'Evolution' in the sense of a continuing process of functional

adaptation can only occur 1f the following criteria are fulfilled:

1> The existence of a breeding population consisting of individuals with
varying abilities relevant to their prospects of survival and reproduction.
2) Genetic heritability of at least some of thaose abilities - 1l.e. they are
non-randcm with respect to the individual's genotype.

3) The existence of competition for resources within populations with a
tendency to increase their numbers to the carrying capacity of the
environment, resulting in selective pressure and the differentlal success
of individuals within the population due to individual abilities.

4) A reasonably stable environment, relative to the 1life-span and
reproductive cycle of the average member of the species.

5) A sufficient number of generations for the process of natural selection

to have a differential effect on the survival and propagation of individual
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types within the population, and hence to change the distribution of traits

within the population over time.

If the above criteria are met, then not only will there be selection
0f individuals within the population, but it will be a consistent selection
relative to the species and features of the environment, resulting

ultimately in the evolution of a population comvosed of individuals who
show a degree of adaptation relative to the environment. Of course, this is
only 1I the genetic variability in 2) above is such that it includes forms
which are 'successfully adaptive' in relation to the given environmental

pressures and demands: where such variabillity 1is lacking, the result is

often extinction, or in some cases migration to a new and less hostile

environment where this is possible.

The behaviours mentioned abaove which did not at first sight appear
explicable within the theoretical framework of evolutionary theory include
those normally designated by the term 'altruistic’. Altruism, by definition,
is behaviour which decreases the altruist's fitness potential whilst
increasing that of some other(s). The possibility of such behaviour being
anything more than a freak occurrence runs counter to the logic of
evolutionary theory. Since altruists would tend in the long run to be less
fit than those they helped, or other non-altruists within the population,
they would tend to be progressively eliminated from the population over a
number of generations. Moreover, any 'genes for' altruism (l.e. a strong
genetic basis for the behaviour) would alsc be eliminated in competition

with more 'selfish' genes <(i.e. genes which predispose their carriers 1o
more selfish behaviour). It would thus seem impossible for altruism 1o

evolve into anything like a common trait in any species.
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Contrary to the theoretical argument from evolutionary principles,
observation of many species had revealed time and again widespread
displays of altruism within populaticns, requiring some explanation of its
possible evolution and stability. After various proposals, an acceptable
solution to the problem was formulated by W D Hamilton (Hamilton,1964),
This 1involved an expansion of the existing concept of 'fitness' and a
virtual redefinition in bilological terms of the concept of ‘'altruism'.
Hamilton's theory was especially successful in explaining the self-
sacrificial extremes of altruistic behaviour displayed by castes within the
haplodiploild insects. The incorporation of this aspect of behaviour into a
convenj:ional evolutionary framework became central to the development oI
theories concerning the genetically-based evclution of social behaviour.
(For example, the work on social relations between members of a family
group carried out by R L Trivers is an extension and detailed application
of Hamilton's 1initial theoretical insight. See for example Trivers,1974 and

my discussion of such theoriles,pp.126-134 below.)

Bringing together and building upon the explanatery perspective of
the abave-mentioned theories, Wilson carried out an extensive study of
invertebrate species behaviour, the results of which were published in
1971 under the title The Insect Societies. In the last chapter of this work
(entitled "The Prospect for a Unified Sociobiology") he expressed the hope
that the principles applied to the explanation of social behaviour in the
insect species could be expanded and applied to behaviour 1n the
vertebrate species. He thus envisioned a general evolutionary science of
social behaviour, based on the dogma that behavicural as well as
morphological traits are to some extent genetically heritable. Being the

product of evolution by natural selection, they could be systematically
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observed and explained in functiocnalist terms of adaptations to the

specles’ natural environment.

The pervasive role of natural selection in shaping
all classes of traits in organisms can be fairly

called the central dogma of evolutionary biology.
(Wilson,1975,pp.21/22). '

Thus social as well as other forms of behaviour came to be seen as the
expression ol specific genotypes, selected for their adaptive value to the
specles, and explicable in functionalist terms of the relation between the
organism's needs and abillities, and the available resources and features of
a competitive environment. The way was clear for Vilson and others to
apply such theories to every kind of behavioural phenomenon: from the
herding instincts of deer on the African plains, to urban violence in the

cities of Western Europe.

It 1s, I think, clear even irom such a brief and necessarily selective
survey of the historical roots of sociobiology, that as a theory it is not
the wayward or politically suspect brainstorm of any one individual.
Rather, it 1s the culmination ot progressive theoretical development in

many distinct areas of research by leading professional academics. As a

theory of behavioural explanation applied to all species but our own, it
already commands a great deal of respect, and has . resulted in a
flourishing growth of speculative research and publication. (For a briet
list of such publica'fions, see: Wilson,1983,pl89.) The application of
sociobiological theory to the study and description of human social
behaviour cannot therefore be dismissed as nothing more than a revival of
the Spencerian ideology o0f Social Darwinism (as suggested 1in
Midgley,1983). It 1s only through a detailed and clear discussion and

evaluation of the statements of its supporters that sociobiology may be
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correctly and fairly assessed as a potential theory of bhuman social

behaviour, and it is just such a task which will be undertaken in the rest

0of this thesis.

1.2 Qualitative / Quantitative Transformations

One of the first and most obvious problems raised by sociobiology, or
tfor that matter any attempt to incorporate behavioural data within a

natural scilentific framework, is how to transform the primarily qualitative

data of observation into a form which can be subsequently analysed and
described using the mathematics—based quantitative mcdels of natural
science. This is not a new problem, since it has already been confronted
and to some extent solved by those scierces such as psychology and
economics, which must perform similar transformations upcn informational
data. However, even the most avid supporters of such disciplines would
recognise the inherent problems, and the divisions of opinion as to the
success which such procedures can claim. Vilson himself recognises <the
problem posed by his own avowed task of trying to "close the famous gap
between the two cultures" (Vilson,1978,p.xii), and admits that the reduction

of the social sciences to the natural sciences may in practice prove an

unattainable goal:

I might easily be wrong - 1in any particular
conclusion, in the grander hopes for the role of the
natural scilences, and 1in the +trust gambled on
scientific materialism. (ibid,p.xi1).

If the ‘'new synthesis' is to be anything more than an advance in

interdisciplinary academic cooperation - an 1dea already dismissed (see

above,p.4) and hardly a matter of great theaoretical controversy - it would
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seem to depend for its guccess orn the feasibility of reducing behavioural

descriptions for methodological reasons to some form analogous to the
law-like statements of the natural sciences. Roughly, this means
transforming the data of particular behavioural observation statements
into general statements of relations between variable terms, all of whose
properties must be rendered mathematically quantifiable on some recognised
scale of comparison. Furthermore, such formulations must be sufficiently
complex and amenable to fine distinctions, so as to ensure that they do
not over—-simplify, idealise, or in any other way significantly distort the

phenomenal data which they are attempting to describe. Such a task may

prove relatively easy when the phenomena 1n question are the behavicural

characteristics of 1inanimate matter such as mnmolecular structures or

physical forces. However, precisely-rendered mathematical descriptions may

prove less easily achievable when the phenomena in question are a rich and
varied range of individual behavioural responses to an equally rich and

varied range of environmental stimuli.

An example of just such an attempt, and one that is central to much
sociobiological debate, is the description and explanation of altruistic
behaviour modelled on Hamilton's theory of Kin Altruism. The behaviour in
question is reduced to an expression of two theoretical subjects X and ¥,
who are denuded of all characteristics save that of their coefficient of
genetic relation (e.g. R=1/8 for 1st cousins; R=1/2 1or siblings or
parent/offspring, etc.). Plus or minus values are then assigned to the
likely pay-off resulting from a given be;mavicmr - a quantification of the
resultant 'fitness value' for the protagonist. A célculation and prediction

is then made, concerning the relative 1likelihood of certain forms o1
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behaviour, and this prediction tested against observational data to see if

the theory conforms to and is able to account for field observations.

The reason that Kin Altruism and similar theories form such a major
part of sociobiological theory 1s precisely because they appear to succeed

in explaining within relatively simple mathematical formulations important

-aspects of bebhavicur common to many different observed species. They thus
have the appearance and law-like power of natural science formulae.
However, in reality such models are unable to handle anything more complex
than an 1idealised calculation. They propose an 1dealised protagonist,
isolated in a single bipolar behaviocural ‘'choice', all this within an
environment whose actual multifarious features are reduced to a siagle
plus or minus value on an imaginary scale of behavioural benefits drawn up
by the teller of the story. Given such limita*tiqns, it 1s difficult to see
how one could avoid almost any argument about 1likely behaviour being
concocted and proven, merely by assigning appropriate values to the
relevant variables. Vice versa, it would seem to be a prcoblematic task to

represent any actual state of affairs with sufficient accuracy, given such

restrictive and limited modelling capacities.

An example of such reasoning OCCUrS ir Genes, NMind., and Culture
(Lumsden & Wilson,1981). Lumsden and Vilson propose to offer a
sociobiological account and mathematical analysis of the social phenomenon
of village fissioning in a South American tribe called the Yanonama. The
phenomencn had already received an anthropological analysis by Napoleon
Chagnon (Chagnon,1976). Lumsden and Vilson's proposal 1s to incorporate
the observations made by Chagnon within a sociobiological framework, andﬁ

show how the observed practices of village division and new settlement are
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explicable by positing the existence of genetically heritable psychological
dispositions called 'epigenetic rules', which suppocsedly guide behavioural
decisions 1in response to certain environmertal parameters such as
population density (for a fuller explanation of 'epigenetic rules', see
below,pp.222-225). Lumsden and Wilson proceed to draw up graphs and derive
mathematical formulae concerning "threshold decision logic" (Lumsden &
Wileon,1981,p.160>. Thiz logic aperates upon the two 'culturgens' (roughly
definable as available options of cultural behaviour) of 'remain' and
'‘depart’. As I pointed out above, such an analysis offers a greatly
simplified model of the actual circ:L;mstanc:es of the phenomenon under
investigation. Individuals are treated as if their decisions were made in
isolation from omne another, rather than taking into account the possible
and likely effect upon an individual of the decisions made by those around
them. The choice 1s simplified to the two possible and contrary outcomes
of 'remain' or 'depart', rather than allowing for any intermediate stages of
indecision, or further possible factors which might come into and affect
the decision-making process. The only environmental factor considered
relevant to the calculation of likely choice is that of overall population
density, rather than allowing for more perscnal areas of motivation, sucx
as family or broader social relations and stresses; the possibility of 'a
new start'; the potential for individual betterment through higher prestige
attainment within a new and smaller group; the differences made <o
individual choice by virtue of age, sex, marital and power status within
the existing group. These social factors are left out of tae mathematical
calculation made by the authors, who apparently excuse this aspect of
their work, and deny its significance to the accuracy of their models:
Although vastly oversimplified, the gene-culture

translation models 1in the two-culturgen Markov
decision  approximation acccunt for  significant
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features of the village fissioning  process.
(ibid,p.167).

In a severe attack on this aspect of sociobiological reasoning, Kitcher

(Kitcher,1985) comments on the same example from Lumsden and Wilson's

work, but comes to a conclusion very different from the authors' own:

In sum, we have an implausible solution for a problem
about the social expression of human preferences, in

a case where there are no detailed results that could
be used to distinguish the solution from the most

elementary qualitative analysis of the situation.
(1bid,p.371).

After a further analysis of the methods and results of Lumsden and
Wilson's work, Kitcher once again offers scathing comments upon the

adequacy of this aspect of socilobiological explanation, particularly when

it is regarded as a potential substitute and improvement over existing

techniques of ‘'qualitative' analysis already 1in employment within the

soclal sciences:

In the first and 1last examples, the unnecessary
mathematical apparatus actually stands in the way of
offering better analyses of the situation. In the
second example, Lumsden and Vilson manage only to
provide a conclusion that 1s indistinguishable from
results that we can reach by qualitative argument,

given the data available. (1bid,p.376)
In conclusion, Kitcher offers a final blow to what he caricatures in his
chapter title as "The Emperor’'s HNew Equations", and to the attempt of
sociobiologists to offer an account o0f social phencmena within the
language and models of quantitative mathematical formulae:

Genes, Mind, and Culture is an extreme exanmple of a

certain type of work. Complex mathematics is employed

to cover up very simple - often simplistic - 1ideas...

What 1is irritating, and occasionally amusing, about

these uses o0f mathematics 1s that they serve to
disguise the poverty of thought. (ibid,p.393).
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Thae csame problen with simplification of actual detail, in order to reduce
the facts to a state in which they can be rendered within mathematical
models, occurs 1in the work of Richard Dawkins (@Oawkins,1978). In a
discussion 0f Kin Selection theories, and their application to explaining
human and other species' behaviour, Dawkins admits to the need for
simplification of models. However, he does not appear to think that such a
procedure 1s in danger o0f rendering any calculable results i1nvalid, by
virtue of their disregard for what may prove to be crucial factors
affecting Dbehaviour. On the contrary, Dawkins thinks that much of the
decision-making process 1is both governed by much simpler rules than we
normally envisage, and that such calculations are uncdertaken in a way

which has very little to do with many consciously perceived factors of the

envirconment.

So far, I have over-simplified somewhat, and 1t 1s
now time to introduce some qualifications....Obvicusly,
in real 1life, animals cannot be expected to count
exactly how many relatives they are saving, nor to
perform Hamilton's calculations in their heads even 1if
they had some way of knowing exactly who thelr
brothers and cousins were....Just as we may use a
slide rule without appreciating that we are, 1in
effect, using logarithms, so an animal may be pre-
programmed 1in such a way that it behaves as if it
had made a complicated calculation. (ibid,pp.102/103).

The question of explaining human behaviour according to the Kin Selection
theories of Hamilton and Trivers will be dealt with in detail later (see
below,pp.111-134). However, a brief excursion 1nto the mathematical

formulations of sociobiology reveals that there are many problems which,

=nlved within existing sociobiclogical theory. (See also Alper & Langeflgsl

on this topic.) The behaviour of Maynard Smith's 'Hawks and Doves' is open
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to exact mathematical formulation and prediction precisely because they
have been 1ideally <created for =suck a purpose, possessing cnly
mathematically formulable attributes. In this recpect, they bear onlv a
superficial similarity to the natural species which chare their name. Ior
are they to be confused with any other species for whom they suppocedly
stand as behavioural models, but which in fact behave in ways Iar mnore

complex and within an ever-changing natural environment.

Ihe success of much of sociobiology’s proposed transformation of the
existing social scilentific description and explanation of behaviour would
therefore seem to depend on the as-yet unresolved problems of devising
methods for translating qualitative properties into quantitative variables.
These must then be related within formulae which do not simplify and
abstract out all the relevant information present 1in the original
observations, ‘since such a process achieves success at the exi:ﬁense of
realistic description (see, for example, my discussion of the
| sociobiological treatment of human homosexuality and 1incest,pp.134-150
below). This problem, which is a general one for any kind of behavioural
Fdescripticm, il made even more acute 1in the specific case of human
behavioural description, by the above said desire to "explain ocurselves in
these mechanistic terms” - a methodological stance which runs counter tag
the view of human behaviour and its necessary explanation held by many
practising social scientists and philosophers. It is to this topic that the

discussion will therefore turn in the following section.
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1.3 Behavioural Explanaticn

Soclobiology adopts a theoretical stance towards behavicural
explanation whose origin I have attributed to researchers such as Lorenz.
That 1s, behaviour is regarded - 1like morphological traits - as the
functionally adaptive product of a process of evolution by natural
selection. The 'central dogma' of soclobiology thus justifies the observer

in regarding behaviour not merely as related to proximal effects of the

immediate environment affecting the organism’s responses, but also as

related to distal or ultimate effects which have shaped the organism's

phylogenetic (i.e. species-ancestral) development. From such a theoretical
standpoint, phylogeny and ontogeny become inseparably related elements cf
any complete behavicural explanation. It is the traditional lack of concern
for the phylogenetic aspect of bebhavioural development and subsequent
explanation within the existing social scilence models which socicbiolegy

attacks and seeks to redress.

One of the prime areas of controversy in the sociobiclogy debate
concerns the relative emphasis given to proximate and distal factors when
offering an explanation of any particular behavioural phenomenon. In the

opening pages of his book, Wilson emphasises how these two elements
operate on very different time scales, and yet remain inseparably linked

in the overall process of individual development.

How 1is ultimate causation linked to proximate
causation? Ultimate causation <consists of  the
necessities created by the environment....The species
responds to environmental exigencies by genetic
evolution through natural selection, inadvertantly
shaping the anatomy, physiology, and behaviour of the

individual organisms....These prime movers of
evolution are the ultimate biological causes, but they
operate only over long spans of time. The anatomical,
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physiological, and behavioural machinery they create
constitutes the proximate causation of the functional
blolegist. Operating  within  the lifetimes  of
organisms, and sometimes even within milliseconds,
this machinery carries out the commands of the genes
On a time scale so remote from that of ultimate

causation that the two processes sometimes seen to
be wholly decoupled. (Vilson,1975 P16

Although Wilson 1is ostensibly pointing to the difference in time-scale
between the effects on an organism of distal and proximate factors
respectively, I believe that the language he uses is very revealing of his
general theoretical stance in this matter. He talks of the distal causes as

the 'prime movers' of behaviour. Proximate causation 1is seen as an

‘activation' of the ‘'machinery' embodied in the organism's physiclogical
and behavioural structures. Through this, the 'commands of the genes' are
carried out. I do not think it unfair to suggest that VWilson's language
betrays a definite bilas in his view as to the relative Operational and
consequent explanatory role of the two elemenﬁs 0f behavioural
development. It would appear that the reactions of the organism to
proximate factors of the environment are almost of a passive nature; in
the sense that they are a mere playing out of dispositions and structural
capacities laid down during the phylogenetic ancestry of the species.
Though I might agree with Wilson that previcus behavioural explanatory
models have tended to ignore the phylogenetic aspect of behaviour, I fear
that his determination to redress this balance carries him Too far in the
opposite di‘rection of emphasis. The result 1s a concentration on aspects
of ultimate causation, which suggests to the reader that this is by far

the more significant factor in a proper assessment 0f behavioural causes.

This differential emphasis on the factors i1nvolved 1n behavioural

causation and explanation is even mare prominent in the chosen vocabulary
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of Richard Dawkins. In Dawkins' account of the evolution of life on this
planet, he begins with the now-familiar vision of the simplest proto-

L

organisms replicating mitotically 1in the primaeval soup. As their

that they "built survival machines for themselves to 1live in."
(Dawkins,1978,p.21>. Millions of years of adaptive evolution by mnatural
selection has placed the descendants of these earliest replicators "safe
inside gigantic lumbering robots, sealed off from the outside world,
communicating with it by tortuous indirect routes, manipulating it by

remote control....Now they go by the name of genes, and we are their

survival machines." ({ibid,p.21).

Dawkins' choice of language here - albeit cclourful - 1is hardly
neutral. OUnce again, the images are ol machinery and robots under remote
control. More than that, the machines appear rather lifeless or stupid, in
comparison with the genes which inhabit and manipulate their movements to
their own ends. The overall picture is one of behaviour which 1is to be
understood in terms of the ultimate ends of the genes and therefore of the
phylogenetic ancestry, rather than in terms of more immediate relations
between the organism and the surrounding environment. Such an approach to
behavicural explanation tends to play down the fact that a balanced
behavioural explanation must include both elements, but that the relative
weighting assigned to each element will vary Ifrom one case to another,
according to the behaviour 1in question and the complexity of the

organism's responsive capacities. With respect to a particular genotype,

therefore, and depending on the particular behavioural trait in question,
the organism may display a greater or lesser degree of 'flexibility' in its

development and response to environmental {features. All that can be
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properly said of any given genotype is that 1t delimits a possible range
of phenotypic development. This point was made by the eminent biologist

Iheodosius Dobzhansky in a review of another work on evolution.

Genes determine not "constant characters" but the
norm of reaction of the developing organism in

different environments. Grasse ignores the
interactions of different genes and environments and
also Interactions of different genes.

(Daobzhansky,1975)

The tendency of socicbiological explanations of behaviour to ignore
or underplay the 7role of proximal factors affecting ontogenetic
development and the complexity of the genotype/phenotype relation, is
nowhere more controversial than in the applicétion of sociobilology to
explanation of behaviour in our own species. The ability of the human
organism to respond to a wide range of immediate environmental factors,
affecting morphological as well as behavioural development, means that in
Homo Sapiens more than in any other observed species, the relation of
genotype to phenotype is ‘open'. Any acccunt of behaviour which is couched
solely in terms of proximate factors of the immediate environment may
well satisfy many kinds of questions, but it is not a complete account in
the eyes of the behavioural scientist. Likewise, however, an account which
emphasises the wultimate factors and effects on the phylogenetic
developmental history of an individual, tc the detriment or even total
exclusion of proximate factors, is equally inaccurate, since 1t suggests
that the relation of genetically heritable structures and the ongoing
relation of the organism to factors of the immediate environment is closed
rather than open. This much-criticised aspect of sociobiological theorising

is played down as being an inconsequential question of degree or emphasis

in a book by Tennant and von Schilcher:
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The differences between open and closed programmes

are Dbasically only quantitative. They stem from

varying contributions from the genetic and

environmental sources respectively to the total

information required for the development of a trait.

(Tennant & von Schilcher,1984,p.36).
What Tennant and von Schilcher regard as only a quantitative difference
within the process of individual development, however, can make all the
difference when it comes to constructing and implementing a framework for
explanation of the various forms and stages of that organism's

development. Such 'basically only quantitative' differences can, as the same

authors apparentiy g0 on to recognise, result in vastly different potential

for behavioural development, and the assimilation and subsequent need for
explanatory inclusion of immediate environmental factors 1in any proper
account of behaviour. In short, the more open to developmental change due
to immediate environmental factors the organism 1s, the more a complete
account of behaviour will have to take such factors into consideration,
rather than concentrating on known or inferred elements 1n the organism's
phylogenetic history. This relative dependence upon a continued interaction
with the environment for the subsequent . development of 1individual

behavioural traits 1is, despite the previous quote, in fact recognised by

the same authors quoted above:

The decisive difference, as Lorenz saw clearly, 1S
that Drosophilas, cicadas and crickets brought up 1n
isolation will sing their ancestral roles perfectly,
whereas a Kaspar Hauser prima donna would be
somewhat disappointing in her debut as Madame

Butterfly. (ibid,p.55).

b

Though the general aim of sociobiology may have some substance 1in its
criticiem of the shortcomings of many traditional behavioural explanatory

models, I would argue that in the writings o1 sociobiologists, there is



_24_

often a tendency to commit an equal thkcugh opposite crime of over-

emphasis. This may well lead to the reader gaining the image that much if
not the wvast majority of all animal behavicurs can be explained in terms
0f genetically heritable traits, which have been laid down over the course
01 the species' phylogenetic history, and which override any more
immediate factors of proximate environmental influence. Such a criticism
0f the general theoretical and subsequent methodological stance of
sociobliology is , in my opinion, very damaging to the project, and will

appear in many of the later sections of this thesis.

The above criticism is of an area of theorising which could perhaps
be improved upon, if the writers concerned would present a more ‘balanced
view of the issues 1nvolved. However, there are elements of sociobiological
reasoning which do not appear to be so open to possible resolution and the
satisfaction of critics. One of these is the already-mentioned concern of
soclobliology to couch all behavioural explanations within some form of
'mechanistic' framework (see above,p.18). Such a theoretical and
methodological stance would seem to make soclobiology a natural ally of
the Behavipurist school of psychology. The methodology of Behaviourism,
advocated most notably by B F Skinner, attempts +to formulate ail
behavioural explanations within a neutral language of third-person
observation of overt action in response to some identified stimulus. The
logic behind such a procedure is to ensure as much as possible a
maintenance of écientific objectivity on the part of the observer. Any
reference to ‘'internal' ©opsychological states of the subject under
examination are held to be invalid or meaningless, since they are taken to
he a matter of conjecture or 1inference, not accessible to direct

verification by observation, which is the basis of methodology 1n other
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areas o0f the natural sciences. In opposition to this, there are those who
insist that in the case of at least some instances of behaviour (normally
within our own species) explanations can only be given 1f observed
behaviour 1s related to inferred psychological states of the subject, these
states providing the necessary explanatory link between the given stimuli
of the environment, and the production of the behavioural response in
question. Such 'mental-dependent' explanations of behaviour are the norm
rather than the exception within such areas as Philosophy of Action,
Ethics and the social sciences. The strictures o0of a Dbehaviourist

methodology are seen to place impossible and radical demands upon the

traditional explanations of human behaviour, couched in terms of motives,
intentions, feelings, reasons and other such ‘'internal' states of the
subject. As one defender of the non—mechanistic, non—-Behaviourist school
of human behavioural explanation has put 1t: "to see something as an
action 1s to see it as éomething done with a purpose." (Vilkes,1878,p.21.
For further philosophical literature on the same point, see for example:
Peters,1969; Winch,1958; Melden,1961). The difference of opinion concerping
the underlying theory and resulting explanatory terminology of human
behaviour is one of the major issues within the Philosophy of Science and
the Philosophy of Mind. It 1is not clear, however, from the writings of the
sociobiologists that they always appreciate the complexity which their
position involves, and the nature of the conceptual 1ssues inevitably
raised. For example, VWilson often uses the language o©f 1intenticnal
behavioural descriptions with reference to internal mental states of the
subject when explaining human behaviour. Such psychaological terminology
would appear to occupy only a temporary place within sociobiological
theory, however, since one cf the further predicted transformations of the

social sciences consists in the systematic translation of existing 'folk
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psychological' terminology into the presumably more accurate and objective
terminology of neurological science, and the description of brain states
and events occurring within a fully-mapped brain structure. Such a move is
seen by Wilson as the essential step toward understanding and ultimately

coming to control the present and possible future state of our own social

existence:

The tramnsition from purely phenomenological to

fundamental theory in sociology must await a full

neuronal explanation of the human brain. Only when

the machinery can be torn down on paper at the level

of the «cell and put together again will the

properties of emotion and ethical judgement come

clear....With our present inadequate understanding of

the human brain, we do not know how many of the most

valued qualities are linked genetically +to more

obsolete, destructive ones. (Wilson,1975,p.571).
The projected move which Wilson envisages and regards as a necessary
element of bhis project - {from the phenomenological observations and
terminology of 'folk psychology' to the aobjectively verifiable observations
of the new 'neuropsychology' - 1is very much in its infancy and a toplc of
heated dispute amongst practitioners and theorists within the relevant
disciplines. Within philosophical circles, the level of debate on this very
topic has recently been raised by the production of a series of articles
and a book by Patricia Churchland, which argue against the views of
writers such as Wilkes or Melden, and support the same transformational
programme which Wilson envisages (See: Churchland,P. &§.,1986 & 1980 for
example). Attempting to bring these two opposing parties together are
writers such as Donald Davidson, who argues that explanaticons in terms of
reasons or other psychological states are compatible with talk of

behavioural 'causes' (Davidson,1963)., Without wishing to enter into a full

discussion of the issues involved on both sides of this debate, I think it
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etill relevant to point to some general aspects of the present situation

which raise doubts as to the feasibility of the sociobiolcgical position.

Firstly, the -equation or reduction of mental phenomena to
neurophysiological states does not yet exist In practice, and it is far
from clear (contrary to Wilson's apparent view of the matter) that such a
theoretical move could be made at all. Secondly, even 1f such a 'new
psychology' were tc emerge from the wedding of existiing psychology and
neural science, 1t 1is not <clear that it would necessarily replace

altogether existing explanations of bebhaviour, couched in terms of the

subject's intentions, reasons for or  feelings towards doing something.
These are arguably just as well-qualified candidates for inclusion in
behavioural explanations as anything which may be subsequently identified
as occurring 1in the subject's brain. Thirdly <(as [ will argue more
expansively 1in the final chapter), it 1s not clear that one can relate
behavicur to the physical states and events occurring within a subject's
brain and CNS, without explaining at least some of these states and events
by further reference to consciously perceived psychological phenomena, and
the intentional aspect such phenomena have for the subject. In other words,
psycho-physical reduction may not necessarily eradicate all references to
psychological states, because of the relations of meaning such states have

for the subject by virtue cf their phencmenal properties.

The above arguments are in obvious need of further eliaboration, but
they do begin to point out some of the ways in which the sociobilaological
project might overlook some o©of the theoretical praoblems 1t raises,
concerning the relation of the natural and the social sciences. [t 1s in

just such areas of discussion that the socioblological commitment ta a
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thoroughgoing mechanistic scheme o©f behavioural explanation - leaving no
'nomological danglers' as it were - leads to an over-ambitious and over-
simplified vision of the problems entailed and the likely path tc their
resolution. Having cast doubt upon the practicality (or even desirability)
of a post-Skinnerian psychological methodology, and lacking as yet
anything 1like the promised neuroscience which will replace existing
psychology, it would appear that for the present at least, socioblology's
proposed objectification of existing social science methodology and
terminology is without an alternative framework 1in which to express 1its

observations. Until such time as a framework is found and shown to be an

improvement over exlsting methods, Wilson's promised transformations would

appear to be held back for practical and possibly more fundamental

theoretical reasons.

1.4 Metaphor

A criticism levelled at much of the sociobiological writing which is
more stylistic than methodological 1is the abundant use of metaphorical
language. This is in itself no cause for qriticism, but it is an aspect of
writing which 1is open tc abuse, and can lead to confusion and the reader
being misled - 1intentionally or otherwise. The point was highlighted by
the philosopher Mary Midgley in a paper aimed at the work of Richard
Dawkins. Midgley comments:

Foremost among the snags of this sociobiological
language is the equivocal use of words like 'selfish’,
'‘altruistic’, 'spite', and ‘'manipulate', a use which not

only suggests psychological egoism to the surrounding

peasants, but clearly at times misleads the writers
themselves. (Midgley,1983,p.3648).
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Nidgley's criticism 1is concerned with Dawkins' practice of using cer*ain
words or expresceions in a ‘biological' sense, in crder to explain more
easily or graphically some aspect of the non-intenticnal, unconscious
mechanisms of evolutionary genetics. This would be permissible, if he did
not then go on to use the same words or expresssions 1n their normal
context, without indicating that there has occurred a significant change of
meaning between the two uses. The following qucotation from Dawkins
exemplifies the kind of invalid reasoning which may result from a careless
or misleading use of certain waords.

Like successful Chicago gangsters, our genes have

survived, in some cases for millions 0f years, in a

highly competitive warld. This entitles us to expect

certain qualities 1n our genes. 1 shall argue that a

predominant quality to be expected 1n a successiul

gene 1is ruthless selfishness. This gene selfishness

will wuvsually glve rise to selfishness 1In I1ndividual

behaviour...My own feeling 1is that a human society

based simply on the gene's law of universal ruthless

selfishness would be a very nasty soclety in which tc

live. Let us try to teach generosity and altruism,

because we are born selfish. (Dawkins,1978,pp.2/3 -

emphasis added).
No sooner are the words 'selfish' and 'selfishness' stripped of their
normal connotations of intentional behaviour on the part of a conscicus
agent (if this can be domne), than they reappear within the same quote 1in
the context of their normal meaning. Dawkins seems to suggest by this

that one can draw a direct implication from the unconsciocusly 'selfish’

mechanisms of the genes, to either conscious or unconscious selfish
behaviour by individuals. The implication made explicitly here and
implicitly throughout the rest of Dawkins' work is that 'selfish genes =
selfish individuals'. It is no wonder that Midgley feels 1impelled to
criticise such linguistic conjuring so strongly. The obvious fallaciousness

of the above argument 1s apparently realised in later passages, where
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Dawkins argues that on occasions the best strategy for a cselfish g=ne may
well be to live 1inside an altruistic, cooperative individual. Even if his
reasoning concerning the evolutionary strategies of genes is correc=, one
cannot go on to draw direct inferences about human behaviour in the way
his language above suggests. Dawkins' use of #such key words and phrases
throughout his work builds up the impression that there exists a simple
continuity of behaviocural properties from the genes to the individual
organism, and in the human case to society as a whole. Any apparent
examples of altruism are therefore denied as being a priori impcssible,
and 1n the light of this initial judgement reinterpreted in some way that
permits them to be iIncorporated into the 'selfish behaviour' explanatory
framework. (Just how this 1is done will become clearer in the sections
dealing with Kin and Reoiprocal Altruism. See below,pp.111-126 & 151-167.)
The metaphorical use of certain words and expressions 1s therefore a
dangerous and misleading tool, since it can give the reader the impression
of continuity of some form or other, where there is in fact no continuity,
or at least not of the simple form suggested by the continuity of language

used in the description.

A further example of confusion caused hy linguistic misuse 1is
Dawkins' use of the word 'decelt' in his description of some adaptations
which occur 1in predator/prey relationships. Dawkins introduces a special
use of the word by way of an anecdote which would appear to be aimed at

just the philosophical concerns expressed by Midgley. It is necessary to

quote Dawkins at some length:

The notion of an animal telling a lie 1s open to
misunderstanding, so [ must try to forestall this. I
remember attending a lecture given by Beatrice and
Allen Gardner about their famous 'talking' chimpanzee
Washoe....There were some  philosophers in  the
audience, and in the discussion after the lecture they
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were much exercised by the question of whether
Washoe could tell a lie. I suspected that the Gardners
thought there were more interesting things to talk
about, and I agreed with them. In this book I am
using words like ‘'deceive' and 'lie' Iin a much more

straightforward sense than those philosophers. They

were Iinterested 1in conscious intention to deceive.
(1bid,p.68 - emphasis added)

It 1s 1interesting to note that Dawkins suggests his own use of the terms
to -be more 'straightforward' - thereby imputing any perversion of the
normal meaning of the terms to 'those philosophers' busy with their
annoying and 1irrelevant hecklings! I would argue, however, that it is
Dawkins who 1is using terms in a non-normal seﬁee, and that 'deceive' is
normally understood to contaln a sense of conscious intention. To confuse

the situation further, Dawkins goes on to use the same terms to explain

the evaolution of ‘'deceptive' mimickry patterns 1in butterflies, the false

bait of the Angler fish, and the seductive sexual displays of Bee Orchids.
Then, with no pause or 1indication of changed meaning he speaks of the

clearly conscious and intentional behaviocur of human beings:

As we shall see, we must even expect that children

will deceive their parents, that husbands will cheat

on wives, and that brother will 1lie to brother.

(1bid,p70)
It could be argued that Dawkins regards such cases 01 decelt as non-
intentional, since the behaviours are thought to be under the influence oi
genes controlling unconscious mechanisms, but such an argument would be
irrelevant since this view has been neither fully explained nor supported
at this point of his work. What is masked by an ambiguous use of a single
term to cover two different kinds of phenomena is precisely the difference
between them which would normally demand two sets of descriptive

vocabulary to capture their features. The butterfly 'decelves' 1ts predators

by the evolution of certain markings on its wings. This 1s a non-
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intentional product cf adaptive forces over which the butterfly has ro
control whatsoever, resulting 1in a capacity for misinformation by a
process 01 chance mutational changes and their natural selection. In the
case o0f human i1ndividuals 1lying and cheating, it 1is the intentional
practice cf misinformation brought about not by chance, but by conscious
decisions to behave in certain ways with a viéw to the future consequences
of such behaviour. The brother's decision to lie to his brother is a
conscious choice; the butterfly's 'deceit' of its predator does not involve
any kind of choice at all. The fact that Dawkins himself says he finds

such distinctions ‘'uninteresting' may explain his apparent reluctance or

inability to observe and reflect such distinctions in his choice of
language. Unfortunately for Dawkins, a lack of interest in somethirg does

not constitute a refutation of that <thing's existence, or grounds for

ignoring the linguistic conventions upon which others rely for drawing

distinctions.

Apart from such specitic misuses of language, there i1s a more general
objection to the prevalence of metaphorical and analogical language to be
found in sociobiological writings. If the prcoponents of sociobiology are
indeed claiming to bring existing methods of behavioural explanation
closer to the practices of the natural sciences, then they must support
their arguments with the combination of empirical evidence and theory
found in other scientific disciplines. This is not to say that the use of
metaphor 1s outlawed, since in many cases 1t may help to convey ccmplex
notions in a more visualisable fashion. But it should naot be expected to
form a large part of the argument 1in support of the overall thesis. In

reply to the charge of excessive use of metaphor, Dawkins defended his

position:
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the lines he quotes were not intended as metaphor at
all. Vith certain qualifications, I think of these
statements as literal truth....Similarly ‘“survival
machines” and "robot vehicles" economically compress
several important Iideas....I say again, these are not
metaphors. An animal Is a rcbot vehicle, and DNA does
work 1n mysterious ways. I of course use true
metaphors as well - the very title of my book is one
- but I hope this is in all cases either obvious or

carefully explained 1n the text. <(Dawkins, Fix &
Greene,1976,pp.709/710>

In the light of such explanations, I find it very difficult to apply the
categories of 'metaphorical' and 'literal' use at all to Dawkins' language.
Une even begins to wonder if 'true metaphors' are to be distinguishéd in
some way from metaphors simpliciter. I would suggest that such confusing
use of linguistic conventions is liable to mislead the reader; for example
by playing down the distinction normally made between intentional and
non-intentional kinds of behaviour. This reinforces Dawkins' general thesis
that behaviour in the human case as well owes more to the blind and
unconscious machinations o0f insensible particles of DNA than to the

conscious deliberations of individuals in saciety.

A final example of altered linguistic use may be found In the

scciobiological explanation of communication. It is defined by WVilson as:

action on the part of one organism <(or cell) that
alters the probability pattern of behaviour in
another organism (or cell) in an adaptive <fashion.
(Wilson,197%,p.9)

Dawkins' definition is similar:

A survival machine may be said to have communicated
with another when 1t influences its behaviour or the
state of its nervous system....A great number of
survival machines ©promote their genes' welfare
indirectly by influencing the behaviour of other
survival machines. (Dawkins,1578,p.067)
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The picture once again is of an aspegt 0f social behaviour which is seen
'wholly in terms of the seliishly advantageous manipulation of others via
some aspect oI interaction. Wilson goes on to say that his definition
‘conforms both well to our intuitive understanding of communication and to
the procedure by which the praocess 1s mathematically analyzed."
(V1lson,1975,p.9). Though I may agree with +the 1latter half of his
statement, I must disagree with the former. Both authors define and
explain communication solely in terms of the advantage it confers on
individual genes, and since this 1s the special dogma of sociobiology

rather than an everyday appreciation of social intercourse, I consider it

wrong to suggest that it forms a part of the lay person's ‘intuitive

understanding of communication’.

Communication, acoordihg to the sociobiologists, is a form of gene-
directed behaviour geared to increasing the individual's capacity to obtéin
an Ooptimum share of available resources via the advantageous manipulation
0f others. (This applies equally to communication amongst conspecifics as
part of their range of social behaviour, as it does to members of
different species engaged in competition for resources, or in predator/prey
relationships such as the example of Angler fish above.) The same general
definition and functional analysis of communication 1is supposed to hold
for human society as well. For example, the relative prevalence of honesty
and deceit displayed by individuals or society as a whole would not be
regarded by soclobiologists as a reflection of socilal factors of morality
and other forms of social conditioning upon 1ndividuals. Rather, such

social factors would in turn be explained by reference to the need for
individuals to compete within a predominantly selfish environment, thus

relating all communication ultimately to the model of individuals as
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necessarily involved in selfish competitive struggle with each other. This
is clearly stated in Vilson's analysis of what he takes to be the general

and necessary componepts of human social communication:

Deception and bhypocrisy are neither absolute evils
that virtuous men suppress to a minimum level nor
residual animal traits waiting to be erased by
further soclal evolution. They are very human devices
for conducting the complex daily business of saocial
life. The 1level 1n each particular society may
represent a compromise that reflects the size and

complexity of the society. If the level is too low,
others will seize the advantage and win. If it 1is too

nigh, ostracism will result. Complete honesty on all
sides is not the answer. (ibid,p.552)>

Once again, a key feature of human behaviour - in this case communication
- 1s virtually redefined in its portrayal, by its link to the underlying

dogma of socioblology that all aspects of social behaviour are ultimately

geared to the selfish advantage of the genes <(and possibly that of the
individual protagonist as well). From a consideration of the high premium
paid to successful manipulation of others by skillful communication,
aspects of the high-level structures regulating human social behaviour are
explained in terms of the adaptive advantages supposedly operating at the
level of selfish genes, with the result that the 1image of behaviour as
'selfish' permeates all levels and aspects of behaviour, from the gene to

the individual and the social group as a whole.

To summarise, there is a tendency 1in sociobiological writing to
emphasise certain supposed features of TDbehaviour by the wuse of
metaphorical and other persuasive linguistic devices. Though this may in
some cases be excused by the need to introduce the reader to naovel
concepts and images, it 1s a practice open to abuse, with the result that

important distinctions normally made become overlooked, and aspects of
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behaviour imputed to one level of description become invalidly generalised,
colouring one's appreciation of some other 1level of description. Such
misleading factors have done much to arouse anger con the part of

sociobiology'’s critics, and to detract from whatever truth there might be

in the sociobiological project.

—_— ¢ —

Much of the empirical evidence offered in support of the
sociobilological thesis comes from the relative comparison of the behaviour
of different species. In the case of humans, this cross-species data is
augmented by cross-—cultural comparisons, to assess which aspects of human
social behaviour show evidence of being universal to the species. For
example, species might be compared 1in respect 0o1f their communication
capacities, to see which sensory channels (chemical, visual, auditory,
tactile) are being utilised‘ and in what ways. The point of such
comparisons 1s both to shed 1light on the particular bebaviour under
examination, and to see f if the observed behaviours can be correlated with
other aspects of the crganisms 1In order to construct a phylogenetic tree
of the given behaviour's ancestry. The 1laogic of such ‘'phylogenetic
analysis' in the case of our own specles is given by Vilson:

By comparing man with other primate species, it might

be possible to identify basic primate traits that lie

beneath the surface and help to determine the

configuration of man's higher social behaviour.
(Wilson,1975,p.0551)

The behaviours which Wilson believes to be homologous between our own and

other species of primate are:
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aggressive dominance systems, with males generally
dominant over females; scaling in the intensity of
responses, especlally during aggressive interactions;
intensive and prolonged maternal care, with a
pronounced degree of soclalization in the young; and
matrilineal social organization. (ibid,p.551)

Despite the (frequent occurrence 1in sociobiological 1literature of such
behavioural comparisons, Wilson goes on to admit that the method of
cross—specles compariscn 1is far from foolproof:
The possibility remains that some labile traits are
homologous between man and, say, chimpanzee. And,
conversely, some tralts conservative throughout the

rest of the primates might nevertheless have changed

during the origin o©f man....Finally, 1t 1s worth
special note that the <comparative ethological

approach does not in any way predict man's unique
traits. (ibid,p.551)

In the light of such an admission, one might think that the method of
cross—-species comparisons has little in its favour - at least as far as
gaining 1nsight as to our own species' behavioural origins is concerned.
As mentioned above, hcowever, 1t 1s one of the key elements of
sociobiological methodology. For example, in his work (Qn Aggression Konrad
Lorenz offers an analysis of human aggressive behaviour which predates but
serves as a theoretical precursor to sociobiology's own pronouncements on
the same subject.

human social behaviour, far from being determined by

reason and cultural tradition alone, is still subject

to all the laws prevailing 1in all phylogenetically

adapted 1instinctive behaviour. 0Of <these laws we

possess a fair amount of knowledge from studying the
instincts of animals. (Lorenz,1966,p.c04)

The method does raise some problems, however. Whereas a limb or an organ

such as an eye recognisably perform the same general functicn in many

species, and can be traced back across specles through a history of
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phylogenetic development, it 1s not prima facie obvious that the same can

be done 1in the case of behavioural traits. Though it may make sense to
ldentify and analyse the function of some morphological feature of an
organism 1in abstraction from other features, it does not seem to be so
simple in the case o0f behaviour. Is the ‘aggressive territoriality'
displayed 1in Lorenz'é fighting fish experiments really comparable with
aggressive behaviours 1n other species, such as birds, apes and even
humans, in the same way that all of these species can be said to possess
some form of morphologically and functionally comparable form of visual
sensory organ? Lorenz and others clearly think that such comparisons, at
least 1n the case of some species, are both fair and revealing of the
histcrical origins and the functional purpose of behavioural traits. This

is underlined when he states that an extraterrestrial observer would

conclude that:

man's social organization is very similar to that of

rats which, like humans, are social and peaceful

beings within their clans, but veritable devils

towards all fellow-members of their species not

belonging to their own comnmunity. (ibid,p.204)
Wilson is a little more cautious, but equally supportive of the methad of
cross-species conmparisons, stating that "The correct approach using
comparative ethology is to base a rigorous phylogeny of closely related
species on many biological traits." (Vilson,1972,p.551). Despite this note
of caution, sociobiological literature 1in general continues to be replete
with cross—-species comparisons of humans with every aspect of primate and
non-primate species' behaviour. The overall aim 1s to convince the reader
that much of what we take for distinctively ‘human' behaviour, ascribable

to elements of our rationality and unique social nature, is in fact a

phylogenetic inheritance of evolutionarily tried and tested behavioural
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strategles, held in common with many other species. Such a view must be
open to question, however, since it can also be argued (as the quote from
Wilson himself above suggests) that any particular behaviour 1s the

- function of both the unique physiological attributes of the species in

question, and the environmental features obtaining at the time. If

behaviour 1s the product of a complex nexus of forces oaperating on

individuals who in scme cases - because of their capacity for learning -
are unigque and distinct from one another in their responsive capacities,
then the question of meaningful ethological comparison becomes far more

debatable than that of comparative morphology. In the case of human

behaviour one has to add to the level of 'instinctive drives' which we
supposedly share with many other species the effects of self-conscious
thought, linguistic and other symbolic forms of conceptual reasoning, and
the iInfluence through imitation and conditioning of specific social and
general environmental factors 1impinging on the 1individual. 0Of course,
insistence on such factors and their irreducibility +to ‘'drives' or
'piological functions' 1s precisely the point of difference between the
soclal scilentists and the sociobiologists. However, I feel that the onus is
on the socioblologists to prove that such factors are either irrelevant to
assessment of human behaviour, or else are reducible in the way suggested
to 'bilological' factors, and thus explicable within a framework which makes
no reference to the categories and models of traditional social science

explanation.

The method of cross—species analysis of behaviour is only one af the
techniques proposed by socioblologists as a means to assessing the likely
heritable component of some behavioural trait. The other main avenue is

that of comparative anthropology: the comparison of i1individual and
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collective behavioural traits across different geographical and historical
human cultural groups. O0Of particular interest to socicbioclogists 1is
evidence of the lifestyle of cur distant ancestors. The argument is that
any similarities which can be identified between our own cultures and
those of our Pleistocene forefathers - since they persist in spite of
environmental, technological and every kind of cultural difference - are
strong candidates for behaviours which are under a high degree of genetic
control (l.e. 'closed' as opposed to ‘'open' behavioural patterns). That is,
they are passed on through genetic inheritance mechanisms, and remain
relatively unaffected by factors of environmental conditions and the
effects on individual development of learning. Underlying this methcd,
however, 1s a further assumption from evolutionary theory, which 1s that
human culture 1s a relative newcomer on the evolutionary scene, and that
we owe most of our behavioural patterns to the time preceeding culture,

when behaviours were being selected for through natural selection of

genes.

We can be fairly certain that most of the genetic
evolution of human social behaviour occurred over the
five million years prior to civilization, when the
speclies consisted of sparse, relatively i1immabile
pocpulations of hunter—-gatherers. On the other hand,
by far the greater part of cultural evaolution has
occurred since the origin of agriculture and cities
approximately 10,000 years ago. Although genetic
evolution of some kind continued during this latter,
historical sprint, It cannot bhave faskioned more than
a tiny Ifraction of the tralts of Ahuman nature.
(Wilson,1978,p.35 - emphasis added)

From the above quote I believe that the underlying assumption already
pointed out becomes clear. What the sociobiologist does is to begin the

whole project by assuming that most of 'human nature' is in fact fixed by

genetic inheritance, and then go on to deduce that this process of fixing

by natural selection must necessarily have occurred during the era of our
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specles' history prior to the rise of civilisation, which is a relatively
recent event. It may well be true that 'most of the genetic evolution' of
the specles occurred prior to the rise of civilisation. What does not
necessarily follow from this is that the social nature of humans was fixed
during this period, or is fixed in such a way at any period. What the
sociobiological viewpoint leaves out of the picture is the alternative and,

in the absence of further argument or evidence, equally viable viewpoint

that sees human soclial behaviour as something far more flexible, and
dependent not on genetic factors of inheritance, but rather on social

learning and conditioning processes 1nexplicable except by reference +to

prevalent social factors.

[t 1s this underlying assumption 1 of the sociobiological project which
explains the amount of effort expended on examining and discussing the
soclal life of extant hunter—-gatherer socleties. Unable to infer anything
more than a very rudimentary and fragmentary picture of the lives of our
ancient ancestors from archaeological evidence, the prime focus for debate
has become the few remaining hunter-gatherer groups, whose lifestyle has
remained as yet wuntouched by contemporary influences of social and
technological life. As Wilson says:

The best procedure to follow....is to extrapolate
backward from 1living hunter-gatherer sccietles.

(Wilson,1975,p.569)
Such societies stand at a pivotal point for ethological researchers: they
share the same place as Vestern technological soclety on the scale of

—

biological evolution, and yet they represent a form of cultural
organisation which marks the starting point of the cultural history of

modern technological society - a point from which such socleties departed
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scme 10,000 years ago. Any cultural traits which the two forms of society
are found to share in common are therefare taken to serve some useful and
essential function in human society, regardless orf specific envircnmental
factors. They are taken to be ‘human cultural universals'. Once again,
however, this fact is taken as proof of something further, when assessed
from the socioblological standpoint. It is seen as providing evidence for
the existence o0f genetically heritable biopsychological drives towards

certain kinds of social bebhaviour. This is in my view another example of a

false deduction from the existing evidence.

It may be true that there are discernable factors of social
organisation which are universal or nrearly so in our species, but the
reason for this does not necessarily have to be a 'biological' one in the
sense Iintended by sociobiologists. It may be-that the culturally universal
traits constitute the best, easiest, most economical, manageable or obvious
solution to a given organisational prablem, and are therefore arrived at
over a period of time by all socileties who face such a problem. Some
aspects of life such as gathering of resources; protection from haostile
forces and environmental dangers; distribution of gcods and tasks; care of
the young and helpless; discipline and allegiance to the group as a whole,
etc. are factors intrinsic to every social group, and demand resolution. It
is hardly surprising, in my opinion, that similar groups find similar
forms of coping with such problems, and that dissimilar groups still have
solutions which are recognisably based on the same principles. Such basic
problems, in the absence of a very generous environment and a wholly
heterogeneous range of individual skills and capacities (by which I mean
to the extent of being based upon a heterogeneous range of morphological

features) are bound to exert forces and create demands which only admit of
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a fairly restricted range of solutions in the form of group betavicural

organistion.

Vhat doecs not follaw - as sociobiology insists - 1is that similar
social organisation necessarily constitutes evidence for the operation in
individuals of 'blological' mechanisms (i.e. genetically heritable) affecting
rational decisions and ultimate social behavioural organisation. To give an
absurd example, you don't have to be 'genetically wired for bridge-building
behaviour' in aorder ta adopt bridge—~building as a solution to the problem
posed by impassable ravines 1in one's patl:;. Yhat such behaviour deoes imply
is the perhaps less interesting fact that humans are 'genatically wired
for' the capacity to conceptualise and construct bridges as one passible
solution to the problem posed by otherwise 1impassable ravines, The
existence o0f cultural universals 1s a pointer to the range of human
capacities, ultimately in some way’ limited by our biological heritage and
specles-specific abilities: but the mere universality of a trait is only
evidence of a capacity - not a biological cause 1in the socicbiclogical
sense. (The invalid nature of this aspect of sociobiological reascning will
be shown in more detail 1in the sections o©f this thesis dealing with
Dawkins' and Wilsons' later attempts to combine early sociobiological
theory with factors of existing social theory, to produce a more balanced

'‘coevolutionary theory'. See below,pp.194-217 & 216-248.)

[t is interesting to note that Wilson seems unsure as tb his view on
how much post-cultural saciety bhas affected or can affect the so-called
‘heritage' of genetically heritable tendencies evolved d<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>