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The Legacy of Wilson’s Sociobiology for the Human

Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences, Fifty Years On

When Wilson’s 1975 book Sociobiology was published it ignited a media
firestorm. His bombastic style and speculations on the role of biological
explanations for human behavior attracted considerable attention—and
criticism. His critics raised both scientific concerns and fears that overly
simplistic arguments about the genetic underpinnings of human behavior
could be misused for political purposes, feeding a resurgence of eugenic
ideology.1 The latter fears were well founded. Scientific racism, classism, and
sexism—defined here as the misuse of science to claim evidence that hierar-
chies of race, class, and sex are “natural” and inevitable—are alive and well in
the scientific literature today,2 bolstered by genetic-determinist arguments3

and used to influence social policies.4 An evolutionary perspective on human
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behavior ought to enrich the human sciences, given humans have evolved
through the same evolutionary processes as other species. How is it that this
perspective is still being misused for political gain despite the warnings of
Wilson’s critics?

Wilson effectively synthesized several lines of thought that were coalescing
in the fields of animal behavior, biology, and psychology during the post–
World War II period. But similar, less high-profile, initiatives were also
happening around the same time. Biologists Richard Alexander5 and Mary
Jane West Eberhard6 published journal articles on the evolution of social
behavior, including that of humans, before or alongside Wilson. At the same
time, behavioral ecology—another approach that highlighted the importance
of natural selection in shaping behavior, though not restricted to social beha-
vior—was emerging in biology7. Anthropologists William Irons and Napoleon
Chagnon organized symposia on the use of behavioral ecology in anthropology
in 1976 at the American Anthropological Association.8 Since the 1970s, dis-
ciplines drawing on these evolutionary, adaptationist explanations for human
behavior have grown considerably (referred to collectively as the human evo-
lutionary behavioral sciences).9 While some histories of this field suggest
Wilson’s efforts may have been key to stimulating its development,10 other
accounts give him little prominence.11 In all likelihood, these disciplines
would still exist if Sociobiology had never been published. But Sociobiology

-
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might nevertheless have been influential in how this field developed because of
the high-profile controversy it attracted.

All applications of biological thinking to human behavior attracted
controversy, given the long history of the misuse of these ideas for political
purposes. The combination of Wilson’s ability to attract attention outside of
academia and his “naı̈ve insensitivity” to his work’s political connotations12 led
to a particularly heated debate. The scars left by this sociobiology debate may
have shaped the social norms that developed in the human evolutionary
behavioral sciences.13 When the first society in the United States to focus on
this field—the Human Behavior and Evolution Society (HBES)—was estab-
lished in 1988, its bylaws included the statement that “Neither the Society, nor
its Council, committees or officers acting in their capacity as such, shall take
positions on social or political issues and controversies.”14 The inaugural address
of its first president, W. D. Hamilton, was concerned about the “clash between
our truth and current myths and religions,” suggesting that “the truth” might
fall victim to political or moral concerns.15 When a controversy erupted over the
scientific antisemitism of Kevin McDonald around 2000, a journalist noted that
the evolutionary behavioral scientists who spoke to her only rejected his research
as forming part of their field—although he was an Officer of HBES at the
time—without engaging with the political implications of his work.16 These
examples suggest a social norm emerged in which scientific “truth” should be
considered separate from, and prioritized over, moral or political concerns.

In reality, scientific “truth” is always interpreted by humans, with all our
perceptual and ideological biases.17 Rigorous science depends on recognizing
this rather than pretending wholly objective research is achievable.18 A notable
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problem with arguments that insist on the separation of science and politics is
that politics that maintain the status quo are invisible. Within the evolutionary
behavioral sciences, critiques of Sociobiology such as those by Lewontin and
Gould are rarely mentioned without noting that these critics were politically
leftwing. Wilson’s politics are typically absent from such narratives.19 But
Wilson was not apolitical. No scientist is. Wilson was recently revealed to
be a covert supporter of the scientific racist J. Philippe Rushton.20

Newer societies in the field, such as the European Human Behavior and
Evolution Association (EHBEA) and the Cultural Evolution Society were
founded (in 2008 and 2015) on different principles to HBES, prioritizing
methodological rigor, and paying attention to issues such as diversity among
committee members. EHBEA has made an explicit statement about the
importance of acknowledging the history of racism in the discipline.21 HBES
itself is now paying attention to diversity with its ADAPT program, which
aims to support scholars from backgrounds not typically represented within
the society.22 Researchers in the field are increasingly willing to tackle head on
the political implications of their work, through academic23 or media24

publications, and conference symposia.25

Nevertheless, naı̈ve beliefs that politics and science can and should be
separated are still being promoted by some in the human evolutionary behav-
ioral sciences. Such narratives are eagerly exploited by those who wish to
misuse science for political purposes. A social norm that discourages discussion
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of politics means that critics who raise concerns about politically controversial
research—such as on race, sex, or class differences—can be dismissed as
ideological “censors,” regardless of whether their critiques focus on scientific
methodology, political implications, or both. Those who wish to pass off
sub-par work on controversial topics as science then merely need to claim to
be doing “objective” science to avoid criticism, because any critique of their
work is frowned on. Ironically, social norms that developed likely as an attempt
to ensure science is protected from political controversy—by insisting that
science and politics must remain separate—may have facilitated a situation
in which the field provides a comfortable home for scientific racism, sexism,
and classism. Fifty years later, there is still some reckoning to be done with the
fallout from the sociobiology debate.
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