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1) SOCIOBIOLOGY – THE NEW SYNTHESIS
Although evolutionary biology and issues of social concern were first brought together in an inflammatory way by Herbert Spencer under the banner of Social Darwinism in the 19th century,  this combustible mixture of interests has only recently been rekindled to the point of public prominence as the result of the publication of Edward Wilson’s Sociobiology: The New Synthesis in 1975.  What is purportedly new in the branch of science known as sociobiology is the way in which various scientific disciplines, such as ethology, ecology, and population genetics are bound together in a powerful interpretive synthesis so as to enable a genetically enhanced Darwinism  to encompass both human behavior and culture within its scope.  According to sociobiological dogma there is a biological basis to the social behavior of both humans and animals.    Wilson began to expand upon this doctrine for the case of human behavior systematically for the first time in On Human Nature (1978),  although he did briefly address the topic at the end of Sociobiology.  Prior to that his focus had been primarily upon the behavior of animals, his main area of expertise being insect life.  In recent years the wildfire of sociobiology has spread into the domain of evolutionary psychology.   Although not nearly as virulent in his vehemence against religion as is Richard Dawkins, Wilson would join hands with his transatlantic sociobiological colleague in endorsing the view that the intellectual capital and dividends of Darwinism have elevated atheism to a level of intellectual respectability.  In this essay it is my aim to illustrate the extent to which the excessive sociobiological confidence harbored by Wilson is unwarranted.    If sociobiology should prove to be a theoretically unfit offshoot of evolutionary theory, then it is not fit to toil in the vineyard of Darwin.  As things stands, sociobiology is a promissory note without much promise.
2) TWO THORNS IN THE SIDE: SOCIAL JUSTICE AND ALTRUISM
Issues of social justice began to be carefully considered by recent popes with the publication of the encyclical Rerum Novarum by Pope Leo XIII in 1891.  The theory of Catholic social justice  over the last century or so represents the ongoing attempt by the magisterium of the Church to apply its ethical teaching to pressing political and economic issues which impact the rights and duties of all people.  It continues: 1) To provide a proper philosophical framework for the Church in its relation to the modern state; 2) To commend the inviolable dignity of each human being as made in the image and likeness of God; and  3) To promote the fundamental principles of subsidiarity and solidarity.  Subsidiarity exemplifies the bottom-up approach to human relations, seeking to foster freedom and individual initiative wherever possible, while maintaining a proper respect and role for legitimate authority.  Solidarity dictates that the golden rule guide all transactions between factions of varying competence. 
    Edward Wilson, a former Baptist turned atheist, welcomes a social agenda which has been weaned of any affiliation with organized religion.  If he subscribes to any creed whatsoever then it is the sociobiological dogma which proclaims that the genes “hold culture on a leash.”
 
The sights of sociobiology have been fastened most intently upon the theological virtue of charity, which in its literature is customarily referred to by the term altruism.  There are two main reasons for this in my view: 1) To undermine the essence of charity would help to pull the rug out from under the Christian religion; and 2) Since evolutionary theory from day one has been built around aggressive behavior and competition, the very existence of charity is at least an anomaly, perhaps even a mutation, and most certainly a potential falsifier of the main self-serving thrust of the dominance-based theory of evolution.  According to Wilson, who views evolutionary biology as the Rosetta Stone by which the hieroglyphics of religion can be translated into the vernacular of science, “fallen heroes do not have children.”
  What this statement is meant to convey is that self-sacrificial behavior, which Christ acknowledges as the greatest expression of love, or altruism, is bound not to be reproductively successful according to the basic evolutionary calculus of Natural Selection.  While the blood of martyrs, as Tertullian tells us, may indeed be the seed of the Church, its spilling does not apparently contribute to the biological survival of a bloodline.
According to the Darwinian paradigm, if extreme altruistic behavior were to persist then it would lead to the extinction of that very trait within a population, although Simpson’s paradox does offer a way around this unfortunate loss.  According to this so-called biological paradox, which also treads upon such informal logical fallacies as composition and division, it is statistically possible for a trait to be disadvantageous for each group within a larger population, but still beneficial to the population as a whole.  The reverse, beginning with a trait which is advantageous for each group within a population but disadvantageous for the population as a whole, is also possible. In Sociobiology Wilson refers to a mutant gene called the Good Samaritan gene.  It is said to have made its first appearance in the genome by the happenstance of mutation, but will he thinks eventually be, almost but not entirely, cruelly rooted out by the merciless selective pressures of adaptive evolution. As another modern Leo, the baseball great Leo Durocher, once put it: nice guys finish last!
Within the hierarchy of Christian virtues justice is a human disposition toward the good that is subordinated to the theological virtue of charity (2 Peter 1:4), which as St. Paul informs us stands superior to its theologically kindred virtues of faith and hope (1 Cor. 13:13).   Wilson credits that the cultural infrastructure of human justice as a whole ultimately derives from the individual motivating factors of human behavior, which Christianity would also aver.  But Wilson further argues that the compelling force underlying the motivation of charity or altruism is natural, not supernatural.   Altruism for him then qualifies as a biological, not a theological, virtue.  Human relations, according to Wilson, are primarily driven by the biological mechanism of Reciprocal Selection, which operates in accordance with game-theoretic probabilities and utilitarian goals, where each rational agent gives to another in order to get something more beneficial back for himself or herself in return.  Wilson treats this selection mechanism as commensurate with rationality. This genetic view is espoused to an even more rabid degree by Richard Dawkins who maintains that the gene be defined as the basic unit of selfishness.
      Wilson has many people in his camp, although it is true that the biological community as a whole, as interpreted for example in terms of academic appointments in recent years, has rejected his singular sociobiological slant on things, but not for the same reasons as religiously minded people.
Wilson acknowledges that a minority of human actions appear at first glance to be truly selfless.  Such actions are associated with the selection mechanism known as Kin Selection, which was first entertained by Darwin but eventually worked out in detail by W.D. Hamilton.
  According to Kin Selection, altruistic decisions are determined by a sliding quantitative scale in which closer relatives, as defined by the number of our genes which they share, are assigned a higher coefficient of relationship than more distant kin.  According to the genetic calculus of Kin Selection two siblings or eight first cousins are worth one self.  This led the famous British biologist J. B. S. Haldane to remark, I hope only jokingly, that he would definitely not trade his life to save that of his brother, as there would be no evolutionary advantage to doing so.  But he would unhesitatingly lay down his life for three brothers or nine first cousins.

Wilson himself has mathematically analyzed the kinship-based heroics of insect societies at some depth in various books and articles, arguing in essence that the sacrifice of a life in such cases can still nevertheless be explained in terms of an increased survival probability for the close blood relatives of those who perish for so noble a cause. The genes of the deceased are thereby perpetuated in increasing proportions within succeeding insect generations as the result of their sacrifice.  Wilson admits however that he hasn’t been able to empirically account for the genetic advantages to be derived from  such kinship tendencies in humans.   Playing the game of ad hominem rhetoric to the hilt, Wilson refers to the major or Reciprocal altruistic tendency within human nature, symbolic of sophisticated although largely self-serving judgment, as soft core, while the minority Kinship tendency meant to exemplify Christian love, or what Pope Benedict XVI calls agape in Deus caritas est, he classifies as hard core.   To my ear and sensibility Wilson’s use of the term ‘hard core’ is intended to evoke images of the sordid goings-on in the vicinity of Times Square at the midnight hour than any merely scholarly appropriation of a term also employed by the likes of John Rawls in the latter’s analysis of justice.   What Wilson has done is to liken Christian commitment to pornography.   In On Human Nature Wilson makes the claim that hard core altruism is the enemy of civilization.  

“The distinction is important because pure, hard-core altruism based on kin selection is the enemy of civilization.  If human beings are to a large extent guided by programmed learning rules and canalized emotional development to favor their own relatives and tribe, only a limited amount of global harmony is possible.  International cooperation will approach an upper limit, from which it will be knocked down by the perturbations of war and economic struggle, canceling each upward surge based on pure reason.  The imperatives of blood and territory will be the passions to which reason is slave.  One can imagine genius continuing to serve biological ends even after it has disclosed and fully explained the evolutionary roots of unreason.

My own estimate of the relative proportions of hard-core and soft-core altruism in human behavior is optimistic.  Human beings appear to be sufficiently selfish and calculating to be capable of indefinitely greater harmony and social homeostasis.  This statement is not self-contradictory.  True selfishness, if obedient to the constraints of mammalian biology, is the key to a more nearly perfect social contract.”

3)  AN UNFIT  THEORY
 
In works such as Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (1998) and The Future of Life (2002) Wilson  illustrates quite clearly that his concern for global harmony, which he thinks would be undermined by hard core altruism, is directly related to the need to avert ecological catastrophe on the planetary level.  The possible extinction of the planet as a haven for life is obviously correlated to our own survival as a species.  In these works Wilson asserts a need for mutual ethical concern and cooperation on a global level.  Global problems, he thinks, cannot be dealt with in the traditional adversarial manner, pitting the interests of nations against each other.  Sociobiologically speaking, the earth needs peace not just to stem the tide of worldwide killing, but also in order for us to be able to bring together all possible resources and knowledge so that we can stave off the perils of a planet that we are responsible for making less hospitable to life.  Wilson calls the need to ensure a “culture of permanence,” for ourselves and the biosphere which we inhabit, the most important question of the new century in which we now live.
  In any case the role assigned to biological knowledge in the rescue effort to salvage human life will be pivotal in the years to come.  Perhaps it is only poetic justice that knowledge about life be put at the service of preserving it. Physicist Freeman Dyson espouses the view that in the 21st century solutions to significant problems of social justice like poverty will stem more from the green technology that is rooted in our increasing knowledge of the life sciences than from the heretofore more successful grey technology derived from the physical sciences.

In Darwinism, Dominance and Democracy: The Biological Bases of Authoritarianism we are informed by the authors Steven Peterson and Albert Somit that the rarity of democracy in history can be explained by the evolutionary predisposition of humankind for hierarchical structure in social and political systems.
  Wilson however believes that the democratic exercise of rational autonomy is crucial to overcoming the energy, population, and environmental problems which threaten to interfere with our survival on this planet.    Taken together for what they are worth, these two positions  paint a picture of evolutionary theory that is anything but easily reconciled.   In the most economically affluent age in history Wilson thus informs us that we must respond to diverse economic, environmental and sociological pressures by acting out of character with what Peterson and Somit maintain is our evolutionary predisposition in order to survive as a race.  In the context of this sociobiological clash it is interesting to note that the literature on the Catholic principle of subsidiarity often points out that the recent historical emergence of this principle had a lot to do with the increase in the  hierarchical differentiation within political and social institutions that is such a major feature of the modern world.  This core principle of Catholic social justice has since its inception served as a balancing point between too much and too little freedom, between freedom’s limitation in socialist and communist forms of life and its excess when libertarian thinking might endanger and suppress the individual rights of those without sufficient clout to exercise their own whims and desires.  It does not however in any way represent a reversal in traditional Catholic thinking as to the way in which ethics is to be translated or extrapolated into the political sphere. 
Sociobiology is often, perhaps unfairly, maligned by its opponents who claim that it supports racist, genocidal, and sexist views.   This is mainly due to the pairing of sociobiology with previous movements such as eugenics and Social Darwinism.  Many would maintain that sociobiology is stuck in a Tennysonian mode of thinking, in terms of a “nature red, in tooth and claw.”  Since the 19th century there has existed a discernible bias which employs genetic determinism to validate the existing order, especially the ruling class.  Wilson himself however is no hate monger but a scientist with the worthy ambition of putting knowledge at the service of the world.  Politically he is in the center although most of his leftist opposition view him as far to the right.  In Defenders of the Truth: The Sociobiology Debate Ullica Segerstrale frames the sociobiological debate as primarily between the activism of the New Left, most notably the Sociobiology Study Group – Science for the People, on the one hand; and traditional liberal democrats like Wilson upon the other.
 Wilson however is partly to blame for his own mislabeling since in his sociobiological analyses of animal behavior he will sometimes resort to such connotatively unfortunate terms as “slaves” and “caste.”   As a result Wilson was once rudely baptized with a bucket of water while on stage during a conference conducted by the American Association for the Advancement of Science held in Washington D.C. in 1978 by an irate ideologue who did not wish to turn back the clock in regard to issues of emancipation.
As we have seen, Wilson holds that hard core altruism based upon Kin Selection is an enemy of both the people and the planet.  How does such a view impact the family unit?  While the family, which is linked to the bottom-up societal principle of subsidiarity in paragraph 2209 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, may be the birthplace where human love is first nurtured, it is not meant, at least not from a Christian perspective, to be its final resting place.  Christian morality implores us to love both neighbor and enemy in the selfless way so feared by Wilson.  This fear is based upon Wilson’s assumption that there is an inverse relationship between hard-core emotion and soft-core reason.  While a high level of reason is undoubtedly a necessary condition for solving global problems, it does not logically follow that such reasoning be unaccompanied by strong emotional attachments and preferences.  Plato was closer to the truth in the Republic in his effort to express how the passions can be governed, but not eliminated, by the intellect in an effort to achieve justice both in the individual and in society.  In The Brothers Karamazov Ivan (Part II, Book v, chapter 4) asserts that he is not “able to understand how it was possible to love one’s neighbors,” but can envision loving those who are at a distance.  I invite all readers, especially Wilson, to reflect upon both the psychological and theological import of such a sentiment.  Christian teaching, properly construed, represents an attempt to act in accordance with family preferences, but expands the moral concept of family to include all persons.  At the same time Christian moral and social doctrine is set up so that the traditional biological family -- the domestic church, can flourish and not perish.   Wilson assumes that a planet of sufficiently self-interested people working together as separate individuals seeking mutually beneficial agreements in a Reciprocal manner is superior to a human culture which faithfully follows the gospel mandate to be magnanimous toward others. Wilson says he remains optimistic that hard core behavior will remain below the critical threshold which endangers civilization.  To swear allegiance to sociobiology is to be an enemy of the family.
The logic of what Wilson is touting is completely incoherent, despite his protestations to the contrary.  He need not jettison the family in order to envision the implementation of his sociobiologically motivated ecological, planetary and humanitarian goals.  Let us concede, just for the sake of argument, that the members of a family comprise a unit of solidarity, and that each family can, so to speak, act as a corporate individual, or “person,” promoting its own self interest in the reciprocal manner so pleasing to Wilson. Thus the family unit can be selfless or hard core in its interior relations and still be selfish or soft core enough to satisfy Wilson in its intercourse with the outside world. Assuming a degree of goal oriented unanimity within each kindred group (e.g. nuclear family, extended family, tribe, clan, etc.), in each of which hard core sentiments prevail, the only deviation from Wilson’s panacea of a world led by the leash of reciprocity would be that the total number of “persons” in the world would be reduced in proportion to the average family size. Three centuries ago it was Bishop Butler who pointed out that there is no logical inconsistency between real self-love and benevolence.  If I “profit”  as the result of your improved well-being, and you “profit” on account of mine, then by acting on behalf of others everyone wins.  The implementation of Christian charity is therefore not a zero sum game, at least not  spiritually.  But as Chesterton once noted, with his customary collusion between exaggeration and truth, the problem with Christianity is not that it doesn’t work, but that nobody is willing to try it.
Wilson’s analysis between reason based reciprocity and emotionally laden kinship as the basis for behavior forges a biological dichotomy between reason and will that does not exist in the Christian conception of the human person.  By person, I do not mean the corporate person as envisaged by Rawls, but the person according to Aquinas, a person in whom mind and body, cognition and volition, coexist in a collaborative substantial union that promotes life in its full abundance.  What God has joined together, let no entomologist put asunder.  In the Christian hierarchy of the virtues the human virtues of justice, prudence, fortitude, and temperance are governed by the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity.   In the Gospel according to Wilson the evolutionarily stable mechanism of Natural Selection, together with its other selective offspring (Kin Selection, Reciprocal Selection, etc.), tempers the degree to which humans are prone to behave justly, prudently, and courageously in faith, hope, and charity.  Each of these virtues are explicable, for Wilson, in biological terms.  Just as the golden mean for Aristotle meant an axiological balancing point of virtue poised between excessive and deficient extremes of vice, Darwinian evolution for Wilson and his colleagues expresses a balancing point between genetic extremes that allows for the successful adaptation and survival of the glorious accident called life.  Both sociobiology and Christian ethics in their pursuit of social justice would agree that the implication of “ought” from “is” does not involve a naturalistic fallacy.   Sociobiologists in principle support the premise that social statues reflect genetic reality, while Christians believe that it would be nice if human behavior, culture, and our legal and political institutions bear as great a resemblance as is humanly possible to the principle of imago dei. Both sociobiologists and Christians also concur that only the fittest will survive.  Where they disagree is in their fundamentally opposed conceptions of what constitutes human nature,  and in their understanding of the relation between fitness and what it means in the long run to survive.  A Christian does not agree with John Maynard Keynes that in the long run we are all dead.

While Wilson admits, perhaps inconsistently with his underlying materialism, that social evolution can be far more cultural than genetic, thus following in the footsteps of and embracing what Richard Dawkins refers to as memes, the cultural analogues of genes; he nevertheless still somehow sees himself as on the opposite side of the cultural fence from Theodosius Dobzhansky who argued that culture was completely superorganic.  Culture, it would seem to me, is strongly shaped and molded by moral convictions. If morality does shape culture, and Wilson is attributing to culture a significant role in the evolutionary development of human patterns of behavior, then he must, at least implicitly,  think that morality also plays a pivotal role in social evolution.  But if he holds that morality is ultimately dependent upon the genes, then he contradicts his own admission about the causal role of culture within social development.
Despite various discrepancies and occasional lapses of language I would argue that Wilson, in the main thrust of what he has written, is an apostle of the genomania which is feverishly spreading through the culture and the academy.   We know that genes code for proteins, but not the extent to which they contribute to external features of the body.  When a trait is deemed to be hereditary then it is automatically assumed that a gene or genes for it must exist.  While we assume, for example, that skin color is hereditary, we still do not understand the genetic details that generate pigmentation.  A molecular biologist named Leonard Guarante from M.I.T. has recently announced the discovery of a gene which is thought to possibly regulate the various mechanisms of aging to be found in animals and humans.  He claims that caloric restriction is the salient factor in increasing longevity.  Another less technical word for caloric restriction  that has been recommended by the Christian spiritual tradition for centuries is “fasting.”
  
The recently deceased Stephen Jay Gould, a noted paleobiologist and fervent critic of sociobiology in general, and Wilson in particular, referred to some of the more fanciful genetic reconstructions of evolutionary-minded thinkers as “just so” stories.  A just so story is a fiction in which explanatory gaps are filled in with some fancy imaginative footwork such that everything fits together just so.  As Tom Bethell remarks in his excellent article entitled “Against Sociobiology,” which appeared in First Things in January of 2001, which is itself noteworthy as to what the editorial board of a well known Catholic journal deemed relevant for the first issue of the new millennium, the postulation that genes are behind everything that is done or said marks them as the “astrology of the modern academy.”
  Instead of assuming the existence of planetary spheres and epicycles in the heavens in order to make sense of astronomy, the sociobiologist is accused of assuming a comprehensive genetic materialism in order to make sense of human nature.  While it would be unfair to place the explanatory status of genetics on a par with the empirically deprived string theory of physics, it is certainly the case that a number of well regarded biologists, such as Richard Lewontin, have severely criticized the overselling of the success of the human genome project in both the popular and the scientific press.

 No less an evolutionist than Darwin’s own bulldog Thomas Henry Huxley was of the opinion that human nature could subvert what he called the cosmic process, thereby substituting the “state of art” for the “state of nature.”  One of many problems plaguing Wilson’s sociobiological view of human nature has to do with the rapidity of cultural change in relation to the relative stability of genetic identity as dictated by the Hardy-Weinberg law, the so-called First Law of Population Genetics.  In other words, how can genetic factors cause or contribute to cultural change if the effects are effected prior to any changes in the genetic material?  Wilson slickly sidesteps this problem by relying upon a concept drawn from economics called the Multiplier Effect.  What this purports to do is to allow small deviations in the genetic profile of a population to be amplified enormously within a limited time span.  One sees such moves made with ever increasing frequency these days in scientific explanation with the maturation of theories dealing with chaos, complexity, and fractals.  The self-organizing tendencies of dynamic systems, in which massive changes can be generated and explained by infinitesimal fluctuations in initial conditions, represents a quite promising area of research.  But all that Wilson has been able to do so far is to invoke some dubious Multiplier Effect, for which he possesses not one shred of  evidence.  Everything must be, as Gould ridicules,  just so in order for Wilson’s sociobiological program to succeed.  The respectability of gene theory in general does not grant anyone a license to fabricate just so genetic explanations ex nihilo.  

An ironic if not embarrassing point for sociobiology is the love which many humans harbor toward animals.  I say ironic because Wilson’s writings are peppered with analogies between animal and human behavior, and he himself was the Curator of Entomology at Harvard’s Museum of Comparative Zoology.  In one passage from On Human Nature Wilson compares the limited hard-core tendency for extreme sacrifice in human culture with that of suicidal insects whose sacrificial acts promote the survival of the more fertile members of their insect colony.  “Sharing the capacity for extreme sacrifice does not mean that the human mind and the “mind” of an insect (if such exists) work alike.  But it does mean that the impulse need not be ruled divine or otherwise transcendental, and we are justified in seeking a more biological explanation.”
  It would seem that, according to Wilson, since the insects have no hope of ever rising to our cognitive level, then we must sink down to theirs. I would point out that human altruism toward other species cannot be easily explained in terms of any of the selection mechanisms which have been devised to preserve and protect the reputation of Natural Selection.   
4)  CONCLUDING REMARKS
Lapses in faith are a commonplace for all those still under the yoke of the human condition.  It is encouraging to note that scientific materialists are prone to the very same flaw.  In an autobiographical reference to his former religious attitudes Wilson says the following.  “Still, I had no desire to purge religious feelings.  They were bred in me; they suffused the wellsprings of my creative life.”
  As a paradigm for social justice the science of sociobiology is beset with many problems of a logical, methodological, theological, and even empirical nature.  Let us hope that the mandarins of materialism somehow allow the unseen wellsprings of their nature to stir them toward the contemplation of a scientific knowledge that does justice to the full complexity and mystery of our human nature.   Tennessee Williams hits the nail upon the head in A Streetcar Named Desire.  Human life cannot flourish unless we can count upon the kindness of strangers.  
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