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Sociological Forum, Vol. 5, No. 2, 1990 

Why Most Sociologists Don't (and Won't) 
Think Evolutionarily 

Pierre L. van den Berghe' 

The generalfailure of sociologists to understand, much less accept, an evolu- 
tionary perspective on human behavior transcends mere ignorance and ideo- 
logical bias, although it incorporates a good deal of both. It also includes 
a general anthropocentric discomfort with evolutionary thinking, a self- 
interested resistance to self-understanding, and a trained sociological inca- 
pacity to accept the fundamental canons of scientific theory construction: 
reductionism, individualism, materialism, and parsimony. 
KEY WORDS: evolution; sociobiology; environmentalism; determinism; reductionism, bio- 
sociology. 

INTRODUCTION 

A century and a quarter after it was formulated, and over a half a cen- 
tury after it was refined into the "neo-Darwinian synthesis," the theory of 
evolution by natural selection continues to encounter much concerted oppo- 
sition. Much of it is religiously or ideologically motivated. Those sources 
of opposition will not concern me here, because, while interesting in their 
own right, they are impervious to rational argument. Here I shall address 
the much narrower question of why most sociologists, who for the most part 
claim to be scientists, continue to reject, or, at the very least, to ignore, the 
relevance of evolutionary theory to the study of human behavior and sociality. 

Most sociologists share their combinations of hostility to and ignor- 
ance of behavioral ecology with many other social scientists, but perhaps 
in a slightly more acute form. Anthropologists, for instance, know, by and 
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large, much more about human evolution than sociologists, understand the 
adaptation of humans to their habitat, and seldom reject altogether the 
relevance of biology to behavior. American graduate students in anthropol- 
ogy learn the basics of human paleontology and physical anthropology, know 
something of other primates, understand the symbiosis of humans with other 
species, and tend to view culture as a complex adaptation to a no less com- 
plex environment. 

Sociologists, on the other hand, have succeeded in purging biology even 
from the two specialties where its relevance would seem most glaringly obvi- 
ous: demography and ecology. Demographers have disembodied the biolog- 
ical events of birth, death, ageing, and fertility through statistical abstraction 
and aggregation, and manage to ply their trade with virtually no training 
in human biology. As for those sociologists who claim to be ecologists, they 
have reduced this specialty to a pedestrian kind of social geography: they 
largely plot social characteristics of people on maps. 

Even the most sophisticated macrosociological ecologists like the Len- 
skis (Lenski and Lenski, 1987) espouse a brand of evolution that is over- 
whelmingly technologically rather than biologically based. They are thus in 
the tradition of looking at cultural evolution as clearly distinct from, and 
only tangentially related to, biological evolution. Their rather perfunctory 
attempt at linking the two is confined to a few pages of their first chapter, 
and is, to be sure, better than most competing attempts in sociology text- 
books, but it still remains a paean to human uniqueness. Another recent state- 
ment by Namboodiri (1988) seeks to make "ecological demography" central 
to sociology. Despite its ambitious program and broad definition of the field 
(by sociological standards, that is), Namboodiri mentions "bioecology" only 
in passing (1988:629-630), and then fails to see it as the same discipline. In- 
stead, he draws highly dubious analogies between species and organizations, 
thereby falling into a form of Spencerian organicism. My point is simply 
that even the best and the broadest statements from demography and "hu- 
man ecology" in sociology still largely ignore evolutionary biology, and cer- 
tainly fail to see themselves as a specialty within it. 

SPECIESWIDE ANTHROPOCENTRISM 

Why don't sociologists think evolutionarily? The answer has, I believe, 
two main components; one general, the other specific. The general compo- 
nent might be labeled "specieswide anthropocentrism," while the specific com- 

ponent is traceable to the trained mental incapacities of social scientists. At 
the general level, evolutionary thinking does not come naturally to people. 
The human mind is, I think, predisposed to find evolutionary theory coun- 
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terintuitive and divorced from our life experiences. This is true in many differ- 
ent ways, a few of which might be interesting to examine briefly. 

First, evolutionary theory deals with a time scale that boggles the hu- 
man mind and transcends the human experience. With a life span of a few 
decades, our historical horizon is essentially bounded by our own lifetime, 
and by the oral tradition of our parents and grandparents. Writing has some- 
what expanded the time window of a few literati to a few thousand years, 
but that scarcely affects the consciousness of most people, and even so, the 
longue duree of historians is still a far cry from the millions of years of evolu- 
tionary biologists. Experientially, most of us can project ourselves back into 
the world of our grandparents and forward into that of our grandchildren, 
which is to say, some 150 to 200 years. Even that takes a degree of intellec- 
tual effort beyond the capacity of many who live in an experiential present 
lasting perhaps a decade or two. With our myopic temporocentricity, we 
systematically tend to exaggerate the importance of the superficial changes 
that occur fast enough to be noticeable, and to deny the significance or even 
the existence of changes too slow to be perceptible. Evolution is simply not 
on the human time scale. We listen to much faster-ticking clocks. 

Second, there is the problem of teleology. As a partly self-conscious 
organism, we act purposefully, at least some of the time. Therefore, we natur- 
ally tend to project purpose onto the world around us. What more satisfy- 
ing view of the world than that Almighty God created plants and animals 
to serve us, and us to serve Him? Why would cows have teats if not to give 
us milk? Why would birds sing and roses smell if not to delight us? Note 
that this kind of teleology not only has the appeal of simplicity but also that 
of putting us at the center of our world. This is all very tidy and gratifying. 
Now consider biological theory, which tells us that evolution has no pur- 
pose and that life forms came into being through blind forces of natural selec- 
tion "acting" on random mutations. We are simply one animal among 
millions, a totally improbable accident living on a speck of dust in a universe 
so vast that we do not even know whether it is finite. Clearly, at the level 
of gut appeal, there is no contest between creationism and evolution. 

So deeply ingrained is the mental habit of teleology, the difficulty of 
conceiving of anything as random and purposeless, that even biologists often 
carelessly lapse into teleological vocabulary when speaking of evolution, na- 
ture, and natural selection. Sometimes they are being taken to task for using 
sloppy metaphors. More often, they are listened to, to the extent that they 
are misunderstood and seem to offer a new kind of scientific teleology. 
Properly understood, evolutionary theory is intellectually repugnant to most 
of us. It is not easy to accept that evolution is a meaningless tale told by 
an idiot, when everything about the natural world seems so well and intelli- 
gently designed for a wondrous purpose: the glory of God and our endless 
delight. 
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Third, there is the vanity factor. Since Copernicus, science gradually 
displaced man and his planet from the comfortable center of the universe. 
The myopia of anthropocentrism is generic to our species, but doubly acute 
among social scientists who base their livelihood on claims of human unique- 
ness. It was difficult enough to accept that man was an animal and thus 
evolved by natural selection, but a last line of exceptionalism was erected 
to save the human ego. Sure, man was an animal, but a very social and unique 
kind of animal, an animal with a soul, a psyche, a mind (instead of a mere 
brain), a culture. Human behavior, at least, transcended the scope of biolo- 
gy, even if human anatomy and physiology did not. 

Human sociobiology, of course, attacks this last redoubt of an- 
thropocentric conceit. It readily concedes that Homo sapiens is indeed unique 
in a number of species-specific characteristics, but it puts that uniqueness 
in an evolutionary context where all species are unique in some ways, other- 
wise they would not be separate species. We are unique, but we are not unique 
in being unique. This ultimate knocking of Homo from his self-constructed 
pedestal is not only a blow to a sociologist's human ego, but a positive threat 
to his claims to scientific expertise. Sociobiology adds professional injury 
to general insult. Little wonder that it meets opposition. 

Fourth, the evolutionary perspective on behavior is profoundly 
demystifying. It regards behavior as either self-serving or misguided; it ex- 
plains away apparent altruism as sophisticated selfishness based on either 
nepotism or reciprocity; it relegates religion and ideology to deceit and delu- 
sion; it presents, in short, a throughly cynical view of human action. Such 
a view is, of course, a frontal attack on all believers, religious and secular, 
since it reduces belief systems to conscious or unconscious rationalizations 
for self-interest. Even nonbelievers are threatened, as they would rather not 
have the self-interested nature of their behavior exposed. As for intimate re- 
lations of friendship, kinship, or love, they typically cannot stand the strain 
of exposure to sociobiological analysis. Few people, I suggest, could bear 
the strain of running their personal lives as self-conscious sociobiologists. 
Evolutionary biology applied to human behavior is, thus, profoundly 
threatening to individual interests and mental comfort. It peels off the lay- 
ers of mystification that we invent to live with ourselves and with others. 
It is too good a model of behavior to be bearable. 

TRAINED INCOMPETENCE 

All of the above biases against the application of evolutionary theory 
to human behavior, sociologists share with most other human beings. There 
are, however, a number of additional intellectual stumbling blocks that so- 
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ciologists have erected in the path to human self-understanding. Sociologi- 
cal resistance to biological thinking is in large part trained incompetence, 
not simply garden-variety anthropocentrism. Many sociologists are not merely 
oblivious about biology; they are militantly and proudly ignorant. They know 
biology to be irrelevant to their interests, so they are determined not to make 
the effort to learn about it. Blessed be the biologically ignorant for they shall 
see the Kingdom of Sociology. 

Interestingly, the sorry state of contemporary ignorance of and indiffer- 
ence or hostility to evolutionary biology among social scientists is relatively 
recent. It is perhaps a little over half a century old. Most of our founding 
fathers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, notably those who wrote 
in English, were indeed very much evolutionists and admirers of Darwin. 
One only needs to think of Spencer, Taylor, Rivers, Morgan, Marx, Engels, 
Westermarck, and Sumner, to name but a few. As this brief list indicates, 
evolutionary thinking at the turn of the century covered the entire idological 
spectrum, from the extreme left (Marx and Engels) to the extreme right Sum- 
ner and Spencer). 

To be sure, many of the early evolutionists in social science had fatally 
flawed ideas, many based on misunderstandings of Darwin and on prevailing 
prejudices of their day. The class and racial prejudices of Spencer and Sum- 
ner, for instance, are glaring. Most also adhered to questionable notions of 
group selection and to misleading and fallacious organismic analogies, but 
others, notably Westermarck (1891), were remarkably modern in their think- 
ing. By and large, the early social science evolutionists were no better than 
the biology of their day, nor could they have been expected to be. But they 
had the intelligence not to set themselves up against biology. 

Early social science evolutionists also labored under another serious limi- 
tation: they had to rely on what was still an extremely sketchy and unrelia- 
ble ethnographic data base. Indeed, they shared with their contemporaries 
in biology most of the failings for which their successors attacked them. It 
was only in the last quarter century, for example, that evolutionary biology 
moved away from group selection and became resolutely reductionist as to 
the level of selection. 

It is well beyond the scope of this paper to tell the story of how the social 
sciences turned their backs to biology and evolution, and how the new or- 
thodoxy of sociocultural environmentalism emerged. Such a task would in- 
clude a review of all the main currents in Western social thought: the 
Durkheimian school in France and its Radcliffe-Brownian offshoots in British 
social anthropology; Watson and the behaviorists in American Psychology; 
Boas and his students Mead and Benedict in American anthropology; We- 
ber, T6nnies, and Simmel in German sociology; Parsons, Merton, and the 
American functionalists; nearly all of the self-styled neo-Marxists; the semi- 
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oticians; the symbolic interactionists; and other sundry idealists. Suffice it 
to say that these diverse and competing schools, while singularly unable to 
converge on a true scientific paradigm for an explanation of human behavior, 
shared a common denominator of ignoring biology and evolution. We shall 
now turn to a brief review of some of the implicit or explicit premises that 
led many sociologists (and other social scientists) to ignore or deny the 
relevance of biology to human behavior. In short, let us try to pinpoint the 
source of their trained incompetence, as distinct from their untrained naivete. 

First, there is the dogma of environmentalism. There is, of course, noth- 
ing wrong in believing that a multitude of environmental factors affect pheno- 
types, including behavior. All biologists believe that a phenotype is the 
product of interaction between a genotype and an environment. Likewise, 
human sociobiologists will readily accept that, for humans, the man-made part 
of the environment - human society and culture - is an essential determinant 
of human action. Environmentalism only becomes an untenable and obso- 
lete dogma when it is counterpoised to a "hereditarian" position (which hardly 
any biologist espouses), and is held to be the overwhelmingly important de- 
terminant of behavior to the exclusion of biology. 

Sociologists still largely think in terms of heredity vs. environment, na- 
ture vs. nurture, instinct vs. learning. Biologists (and increasingly psycholo- 
gists) have long recognized that these false dichotomies are a liability to 
understanding, as indeed are most dichotomies so dear to the human mind. 
The universe is one, and the scientific mode of thinking is monistic, not 
dualistic. Yet the human mind has a universal propensity to think in binary 
oppositions. Sociologists are no exceptions, and unfortunately, they have 
applied their Manichean dualism to a false antinomy between culture and 
nature, between genes and environment, between man and other animals. 

Not content with setting the environment against the genes, instead of 
in interaction with them, many sociologists proceeded to demonize what they 
call the "hereditarian" position. They falsely assume it to be that of human 
sociobiologists, and they stigmatize it with every epithet in their ideological lexi- 
con: racism, sexism, classism, conservatism, fascism, and so on. As Bishop 
Wilberforce's wife said of Darwin's theory of evolution, they know that so- 
ciobiology is wrong, but should it be correct, then they hope that it will not 
become generally known. 

Second, and related to the sociological notion of environmentalism, 
is the concept of determinism. In the lexicon of most sociologists, "deter- 
minism" means "exclusive determinism." Since the environment and culture 
clearly determine human behavior, in the thinking of many sociologists, it fol- 
lows that genes cannot. 

Unfortunately, the nonsense does not stop here. Cultural determinism 
is a comfortable ideological position to hold. Since culture is both man-made 
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and determining, many sociologists conclude that we are firmly in charge 
of our own destiny. There is, of course, a Durkheimian school of social de- 
terminism that holds the individual to be captive of societal forces, but since 
society is a "collective representation," Man is still ultimately in control. This 
"man in charge of himself" position usually rests on two further nonsequiturs. 
The first is that an ability to bring about change implies control. Any good 
sociologist should know that there is a huge gulf between changing things 
and changing them in a desired direction. The road to hell, many astute ob- 
servers of human affairs have noted, is paved with good intentions. 

The second nonsequitur is that since cultural determinism implies con- 
trol over one's destiny, "genetic determinism" does not. (This nonsequitur 
is, of course, in the logic of binary opposition: culture is the antigene, there- 
fore all the properties of one term are absent in the opposite.) Those who 
dare not think that genes control behavior because then we would be power- 
less to change our destiny are, however, often prepared to take another in- 
tellectual somersault when told that we already possess a considerable cultural 
ability to change our genes. Basically, the "humanistic" stance in sociology 
consists in believing that culture is determining, that genes are unchangeable 
(or change too slowly for our needs and desires), but that, even if we could 
change our genes, we should not. Eugenics, to sociological humanists, raises 
the specter of Nazism and Mengele's concentration camp experiments. Perhaps 
it should be countered that Stalin murdered some 30 million Soviet citizens 
in an intellectual climate of benign environmentalism represented by Lysenko. 

Third, there is the issue of reductionism. Basically, most sociologists 
have no clear perception of what reductionism means, but they are firmly 
against it. This combination of ignorance and dogma is especially incapacitat- 
ing when it comes to understanding science, for the entire trend and strategy 
of scientific theory construction in the last 500 years has been powerfully 
reductionist. In sociology, however, reductionism has been an epithet, first 
popularized by Durkheim, who kept insisting that social phenomena were 
not reducible to individual motivations or actions. The reductionism of 
science, however, is not a dogma (as the antireductionism of sociology is), 
but a method. It says, basically the following: try to explain as much of a 
phenomenon by making the fewest and the simplest assumptions possible, 
at the lowest possible level of organization of matter. Try to explain as much 
chemistry as possible through physics, as much biology through chemistry, 
as much psychology through biology, and so on. Then, if you are left with 
an unexplained residual, invoke, if you must, the emergent properties of the 
next level of complexity in the organization of matter. 

Applied to the social sciences, reductionism calls for a strategy of try- 
ing first to explain social behavior by individual action, and individual be- 
havior in reference to its evolutionary biology. This reductionism does not 
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deny a priori that human language and culture, for example, have some emer- 
gent properties that are not entirely reducible to the social behavior of other 
animals, but it assumes that there is an area of commonality in all animal 
behavior that must be explored first before one invokes as a dogma the ir- 

reducibility and incomparability of human behavior with that of any other 
animal. 

The latter dogma is unfortunately a position still widely held in the so- 
cial sciences in general, and sociology in particular. There is, of course, no 
possible argument against dogma, which is as many sociologists would have 
it. Precluding dialogue is a sure way of having the last word. The interesting 
question, however, is why antireductionism should be such a cornerstone 
of the ramshackle mental edifice of sociology. The answer is not far to seek. 
Antireductionism is a territorial display of sociologists, especially against their 
nearest intellectual rivals, the psychologists. 

By assessing that Homo sapiens is absolutely unique and positively radi- 
ating emergent properties, social scientists can claim a turf permanently be- 
yond the purview of biology. By further claiming that society and culture 
are realities that transcend the individual, sociology and anthropology have 
respectively created their special impregnable turf vis-a-vis psychology. The 
artificial distinction between sociology and anthropology also had to be ra- 
tionalized better than by admitting that sociology was the study of "civilized" 
white folks and anthropology that of dark "primitive" colonials. Society was 
declared irreducibly different from culture; sociologists took the former, 
anthropologists the latter. Evolutionary biology extended to human behavior 
constitutes the most serious challenge to their intellectual turf that sociolo- 

gists have had to face since behaviorism. No wonder they raise their antireduc- 
tionist hackles. 

Fourth, evolutionary theory is materialist. It holds that the cultural su- 

perstructure grows out of the process of individual interaction, that is, out 
of the social structure, and that the latter, in turn, evolved genetically from 
a biological infrastructure. While there are materialists in sociology and the 
other social sciences, the idealist tradition had held sway in many quarters. 
Many sociologists believe that the key to understanding why people behave 
as they do is to ask them. They think that people's beliefs, values, and norms 
determine their actions. Human sociobiologists, on the other hand, also talk 
to people, but they do not necessarily believe what they are told. Scratch 
a value, sociobiologists suggest, and watch an interest bleed. This cynicism 
about human motivation and behavior does not sit well with many sociolo- 

gists, especially those (and they are legion) who specialize in asking people's 
opinions in an attempt to predict their behavior. 

In its materialism, sociobiology shares much in common with classical 
Marxism as well as with a prominent school of cultural ecology in anthro- 
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pology represented by Marvin Harris (1979). It is therefore particularly in- 
teresting that most of these self-styled materialists have also been hostile to 
human sociobiology. Most Western neo-Marxists claim to have rediscovered 
the voluntaristic humanism of the "younger Marx," and repudiate what they 
see as the "vulgar" materialism of the older Marx under the influence of En- 
gels. What many self-styled neo-Marxists have developed, in fact, is an ab- 
struse idealism that would be better labeled neo-Hegelian. 

Fifth, there is a methodological chasm between sociology and behavioral 
ecology. Few sociologists, in the course of their professional activities, deal 
with human behavior. On the face of it, this seems an extraordinary state- 
ment, but it is, alas, a true one. Very few sociologists do fieldwork and actu- 
ally observe interaction. Sociobiology, which grew in part out of the ethological 
tradition, is based in large part on the observation of animal behavior "in 
the wild," and is thus methodologically closer to anthropology than to so- 
ciology. 

Sociologists, on the other hand, deal mostly with abstract categories 
like classes and ethnic groups; engage in statistical massage of aggregated 
data; do secondary analysis of public opinion surveys; speculate about the 
impact of religious beliefs and political ideologies; project, manipulate, and 
interpret statistical trends; and generally pontificate about the state of socie- 
ty. They do not watch people being bumped over the head; they feed the 
FBI's Uniform Crime Reports to their computers. They do not observe women 
having babies; they speculate about fluctuations in birth rates provided by 
the Bureau of the Census. They do not attend political conventions and fol- 
low people into polling stations; they read public opinion surveys. 

In short, sociologists, for the most part, parasitize data collected by 
others, aggregate these data into abstracted categories, subject these aggregat- 
ed data to countless statistical manipulations, and intercorrelate variables 
that are at least half-a-dozen steps remote from actual behavior. And those 
are the sociologists who claim to be empiricists. The remainder practice arm- 
chair social philosophy, endlessly rehash the ideas of other sociologists in 
tedious textbooks, or become engrossed in statistical gimmickry. The aver- 
age sociology department of 25 or 30 members at a major American univer- 
sity is lucky to have one or two individuals who collect their own data and 
do actual fieldwork. Abstracted empiricism rules supreme. Human behavior 
gets disembodied in the statistical shuffle. Homo sociologicus is an eviscerated 
cipher. 

Thus, sociology and sociobiology are not only theoretically far apart; 
their methodologies are widely divergent as well. The methodology of pains- 
taking, precise, prolonged field observation, experimentation, and 
measurement-the stock-in-trade of behavioral ecologists-is one in which 
sociologists receive virtually no training. Sociologists often denigrate it as 
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"mere descriptive ethnography" because they lack the skill, the patience, and 
the discipline to engage in it. Why catch malaria in Paraguay or Malawi when 
you can write your dissertation from U.S. Census tapes in Madison, Ann 
Arbor, or Bloomington? 

Sixth, evolutionary theory is very simple, straightforward, and par- 
simonious in its postulates. It elegantly explains a lot with very few assump- 
tions. These properties are all considered virtues in scientific theory 
construction. Not so, alas, with many sociologists, who have a penchant 
for obfuscation. Intellectual pretentiousness and stylistic turgidity are charac- 
teristics of all immature, derivative disciplines that have an inferiority com- 
plex vis-a-vis the more established fields. Fields like journalism and education 
are at least as bad as sociology in this respect. 

The sociological argument against simplicity and parsimony goes some- 
thing as follows: human beings are uniquely complex and unpredictable be- 
cause they think; therefore sociology and the other social sciences cannot 
possibly be as neat and straightforward as the natural sciences. Sociological 
models must be more complex, because so is the subject matter. Further- 
more, causation in human affairs is always multiple and reciprocal. The best 
theory, therefore, is that which states that everything is related to everything 
else. The more comprehensive a theory is, the better. The more variables 
sociologists throw into the computer, the happier they are. 

It follows from this attitude that any simple, straightforward theory 
is received with great suspicion. Things cannot be that simple, and neither 
can theories. Not that sociological theories (or what passes as such) are al- 
ways very complex, but at least they are presented in an arcane, convoluted, 
and turgid way. What a theory lacks in complexity is amply made up by 
opaque jargon, clumsy syntax, and faulty logic. When physicists are con- 
fronted with a simplifying, unifying concept that seems to work, they get 
a psychic high. They equate simplicity with beauty. For the sociologist, on 
the other hand, simplicity equals simple-mindedness. 

The search for obfuscation has another source in sociology. Much of 
what sociologists have to say has already been said-frequently much 
better-by novelists, poets, playwrights, philosophers, historians, statesmen, 
generals, and peasants. Very little in sociology is original. The methodology 
is largely derived from gambling, biology, and economics. The "theory" is 
a grab bag of hunches based on the common sense and experience of others. 
This intellectual poverty must therefore be hidden through opaqueness of 
presentation. Nothing deflates the claims of sociology better than restatement 
of its most fashionable "theories" in simple, everyday language, as a few so- 
ciological iconoclasts like C. W. Mills (1956), P. A. Sorokin (1956), and S. 
Andreski (1972) have shown. 
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WILL SOCIOLOGISTS CONTINUE TO IGNORE BIOLOGY? 

Let me in conclusion address two questions: Will more sociologists 
modify their thinking and come to see human behavior as within the pur- 
view of evolutionary biology? Can sociologists continue to ignore biology 
with impunity? 

The answer to the second question depends on the sociologist's specialty 
area and the level of problems addressed. At one end of the spectrum, metho- 
dologists can safely continue their arcane pursuits with little concern for any 
substantive issues, but they, too, would do well to remember that popula- 
tion biology was one of the main sources of modern statistics. While lately 
sociological statistics is largely derivative of economics, an earlier genera- 
tion was beholden to Galton, R. A. Fisher, and other prominent biostatisti- 
cians. Methodologists better than other sociologists should be in a good 
position to understand the continuity between biology and sociology, if only 
they started thinking more substantively. Game theory, for instance, is 
equally applicable to biological and sociological problems. 

At the "humanistic" end of the sociological spectrum, sociologists in- 
terested in the ideological superstructure, in the specific cultural content of 
institutions, and in the detail of cultural variation, diversity, and change are 
probably also safe in ignoring biology. Sociologists of knowledge, of the arts, 
of literature, of music, of culture, as well as all those who engage in the exe- 
gesis of their predecessors can afford to remain comfortably ignorant of 
biology. 

For any sociologists in the central specialties of kinship and marriage, 
the microsociology of small groups, social psychology, class and ethnicity, 
demography, ecology, deviance, political sociology, and social change, I be- 
lieve that the price of sticking one's head in the biological sand is a continu- 
ing trend of sociology toward a sterile, abstracted scholasticism out of touch 
with human behavior, and away from the scientific mainstream. Sociology's 
claim to scientific status can no longer be upheld primarily through a facade 
of quantitative methodology. It must be anchored in a theoretical paradigm 
that satisfies scientific canons. Such a theoretical paradigm sociology sig- 
nally failed to produce in over a century of self-conscious existence. The main 
reason for that failure is that sociology turned its back on the one theory 
that was overwhelmingly successful in explaining change and variation in 
life forms on this planet: evolution by natural selection. If sociology fails 
to join the scientific mainstream, it might survive for another century as a 
scholastic discipline, but it will never be taken seriously as a science. Num- 
ber crunching in a theoretical vacuum-the present state of the discipline- 
will not do the trick. 
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Will sociologists adapt to the biological challenge? For the most part, 
I think not, although I should be delighted to be proven wrong. It is true 
that it has become increasingly difficult to dismiss biology in one paragraph 
of introductory textbooks. The latter increasingly feature an early chapter, 
or at least a section of a chapter, on human biology, but still at a ludicrously 
obsolete and simple-minded level. Basically, I see most sociologists' reaction 
to evolutionary biology as an attempt at containment and damage control. 
Here I would like to mention two techniques. 

The first is an interesting flight forward that increasingly adopts the 
label of "biosociology." Represented by such advocates as Alice Rossi (1984), 
Philip Kitcher (1985), and Kenneth Boulding (1978), biosociologists readily 
concede that it is useful to know something of human evolution and biology 
to understand contemporary social behavior. However, they continue to ad- 
here to the dogma of human uniqueness, and therefore to the irrelevance 
of general sociobiology to humans. Comparisons between humans and other 
animals, they maintain, are mere analogies, just-so stories, misleading anec- 
dotes. Human biology, somehow, must stand by itself. This position is stul- 
tifying, anthropocentric nonsense. How else can we ever hope to define the 
boundaries and parameters of our uniqueness if not by comparison with other 
species? Surely, what is human can only be defined in relation to what is 
not. What science ever willingly turned its back on the comparative method? 

The second main response of sociologists to the sociobiological challenge 
is encapsulation as one of a battery of approaches in an infinitely elastic con- 
ceptual eclecticism. Having failed to develop a distinctive theoretical paradigm 
that had the power of convincing most of its practitioners, sociology has long 
embraced eclecticism, and enshrined it in its textbooks. Attempts at general 
sociological theory have filled library shelves with failures or platitudinous 
truisms, but most failures have left a little residue in our textbooks (with 
a half-life of a quarter century or so, and occasional revivals). If we are to 
believe most writers of introductory textbooks, most social theorists con- 
tributed their grain of truth to the sociological edifice, but none, not even 
the Great Founding Fathers, came close to the Truth. Since social reality 
is so complex, multifaceted, multileveled, multivariable, and so on, so must 
be all attempts to understand it. Every point of view contributes a little glim- 
mer of comprehension to the ineffable complexity of social reality. 

In that great eclectic spirit, sociobiology is slowly becoming ensconced 
in textbooks, in articles featuring competing hypotheses, in specialty courses, 
in doctoral examinations, and so on. If a department has a sympathetic faculty 
member, most graduate students will be made to read a bit of Richard Alex- 
ander, Edward Wilson, Robert Trivers, or Richard Dawkins, and to answer 
one sociobiology question on their comprehensive exams, leaving them with 
the dangerous illusion that they understand the issues. Thereafter, sociobi- 
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ology will become one of their labeled niches, good for an undergraduate 
lecture or two, along with Marxism, symbolic interactionism, eth- 
nomethodology, structure-functionalism, semiotics, deconstructionism, the 
Frankfurt School, psychoanalysis, rational choice theory, behaviorism, ex- 
change theory, and half a dozen more. (The set of "compare-and-contrast" 
questions on any two of these for doctoral examinations is gratifyingly large, 
saving the faculty the trouble of asking meaningful, substantive questions.) 

Such a theoretical potpourri is premised on the belief that, in the ab- 
sence of a powerful simplifying idea, all ideas are potentially good, especial- 
ly if they are turgidly presented, logically opaque, and empirically irrefutable. 
This sorry state of theoretical affairs in sociology is probably the clearest 
evidence of the discipline's intellectual bankruptcy. But let my colleagues rest 
assured: intellectual bankruptcy never spelled the doom of an academic dis- 
cipline. Those within it are professionally deformed not to recognize it, and 
those outside of it could not care less. Sociology is safe for at least a few 
more decades. 
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