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Alas Poor Darwin and It Ain't Necessarily So are excellent tools to help dispel
some of the commonly-promoted ideas about genetic determinism that have
become so widespread in both academic and popular writing. Evolutionary
psychology (EP) has precursors in both sociobiology and eugenics, yet differs
from them, pointedly in that sociobiology was never seriously academically
accepted while EP is part of the mainstream of academic programs in
psychology, biology and anthropology. However it still serves the important
ideological purpose of reinforcing sexism, racism and inequality today. EP is
needed because, after all, in a society of equal opportunity and social mobility,
how is one to explain differences in social power if not by differences in intrinsic
ability? Both books show how genetic determinism - although it is poor science -
proclaims itself as the legitimate emperor of twenty-first century psychology. 

PsycInfo, the major psychological database for psychology literature, shows a
dramatic increase in the number of articles on EP in the last 15 years. A search
in its three component databases shows that between 1887-1966 there were 5
articles on EP; 1967-1983, 8 articles; but 1984-present, 371 articles. Against
this tide, these books take on the necessary task of both defending evolution
and opposing neo-Darwinism.

At the zenith of the completion of the Human Genome Project, newspapers
claimed genes for every aspect of our lives, including success and depression,
health and illness, criminality and violence, homosexuality and, most
notoriously, the capacity for rape. Most scientific magazines uncritically endorsed
this view. One example among many is 'An Evolutionary Account of Women's
Workplace Status'(1) in a management journal, that argues that genetic
differences explain women's low representation among top executives and their
lower average income. EP apparently explains away oppression, racism and
class difference. Lewontin questions most researchers who say it is women who
need to be explained not men (who are, after all, the norm) just as it is
homosexuals who need to be explained not heterosexuals; there is no search for
the 'gene for heterosexuality'(Lewontin, p207).

And where there are predominantly EP explanations, pharmacological
engineering is promoted as holding the hope for salvation that socialism and
politics have abandoned. The 'new science' of evolutionary psychology fixes
human nature in the Pleistocene era and makes it essentially unchangeable.
There is a parallel here with Francis Fukuyama's end of history thesis. The so-
called unabashed victory of economic and political liberalism proclaimed in 1989
is echoed in the belief that nature is fixed and stable. Both claims are
premature but are located in a setting of political and economic volatility. 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century there is a sense of fear, which can
turn into anger or despair, as the US builds its forces to take on its identified
axes of evil and reinforce its right to dominate the world militarily and
economically. The Scientific American uses E.O. Wilson in his new EP guise to
give an explanation for the current state of the world. He claims 'the human



brain evidently evolved to commit itself emotionally only to a small piece of
geography, a limited band of kinsmen, and two or three generations into the
future.…Why do they think in this shortsighted way? The reason is simple: it is a
hardwired part of our Paleolithic heritage(2).'ï¿½ï¿½ï¿½The New Scientist is
holding a forum in Sydney this May (and has held others around the world), to
examine why the twenty-first century has got off to a rocky start. They claim
that the global economy should have brought us closer but inequalities are
deeper than ever.

In fact global economics has created three of the richest men in the world,
billionaires whose wealth is equivalent to the wealth of 48 of the poorest
countries. They are among less than half of one percent of the population who
have the power to make decisions that affect the lives of tens of thousands of
others. To maintain a system that allows their domination they need more than
police forces and armies, they need ideological (sometimes scientifically
incorrect) arguments as to why the system is the way it is. A population that
believes that the poverty, depression, violence and illness they experience are in
their genes is going to be more docile than one that sees through the illusions.

Ruling class ideas, according to Gramsci's theory of hegemony, are both held
and resisted. There is nothing rigid and immobile in hegemony, but it is
continually transforming itself. Consent must be constantly won and re-won, for
people's material social experience constantly reminds them of the
disadvantages of being unequal and thus poses a threat to the rich. There is a
constant contradiction between ideology and the social experience of the
oppressed that makes for inevitable ideological struggle. It is as part of this
struggle that the domain of legitimate science is forged.

The challenge today is no less serious than the one posed by eugenics at the
turn of the last century which led to the deaths, sterilization and, ultimately,
genocide of gypsies, Jews, unionists and Communists in Nazi Germany. It is only
in the last decade that Richard Hernstein and Charles Murray produced The Bell
Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life, that reintroduced
Arthur Jensen and Hans Eyesenck's claim of superior white intelligence. But EP
differs from its precursor, sociobiology, in that it does not claim that every
feature of human psychology can be quantified. John Tooby and Leda Cosmides
are central figures in the EP genre. They insist on the unity of the human
species. They concentrate on what they claim are universal cultural practices,
such as the age difference between men and women in marriage, child abuse by
stepfathers, and rape of women of child-bearing age. These assumptions lead to
similar kinds of reductionism as sociobiology, but are far more superficially
'acceptable'.

Alas Poor Darwin challenges a number of famous scientists and science writers -
among them E.O. Wilson, Steven Pinker, Richard Dawkins and Robert Wright -
who have attempted to explain human behaviour on a genetic basis. They argue
that these behaviours have been produced by natural selection; and that
evolutionary theory might be both necessary and sufficient to explain much of
human thought, action and culture. Together, these propositions go under the
name of evolutionary psychology. The book brings together sixteen prominent
scientists and humanists to say that EP's proponents are mistaken and even
dangerous. Some of the essays contend that EP misunderstands the
mechanisms of evolution, and that some of its 'proofs' are really tautologies.
Others contrast evolutionary psychology's simplistic models with empirical
studies of child development and with the lessons of new research on the brain.
Molecular biologist Gabriel Dover takes issue with Richard Dawkins' 'selfish
gene,' while philosopher Mary Midgley dissects his popular concept of 'memes'.
Anthropologist Tim Ingold attacks factitious 'divisions between body, mind and
culture' in a fascinating piece that shows that even the skill of walking is not
predetermined. Systems are not hard-wired to learn, as the EPs say, but are
'softly assembled'. Steven Rose's final chapter puts forward alternatives to the
one-for-one relationship between gene and organism, or even genotype or



phenotype. Evolution has produced humans who have profoundly plastic and
adaptable brains and minds. We are the inheritors not only of genes and
physiology but also of a social system imbued with technology and ideology. We
are capable of creating individual lives and collective societies of our own
making.

It Ain't Necessarily So consists of nine essays covering the history of modern
biology from Darwin to Dolly the sheep, all of which were originally published in
The New York Review of Books. Lewontin combines sharp criticisms of
overreaching scientific claims with lucid criticisms of what purports to be
scientific knowledge. He talks not only about what we do know, but what we
don't and maybe will not anytime soon. Among the subjects he discusses are
heredity and natural selection, evolutionary psychology and altruism, nineteenth-
century naturalist novels, sex surveys, cloning, and the Human Genome Project.
In each case, he opposes the temptation to look to biology for explanations of
everything we want to know about our physical, mental, and social lives. (The
second edition of this collection includes new essays on genetically modified food
and the completion of the Human Genome Project.)

I want to focus on Lewontin's chapter 'The Dream of the Human Genome' which
is a review of nine books on the subject. Lewontin shows how the metaphors of
biology have changed to reflect transcendent truth and unassailable power.
Scientists speak of the 'Central Dogma' of molecular biology(3). Lewontin
challenges the dogma on three counts. First, DNA is not self-producing; second,
it makes nothing; and third, organisms are not determined by it (141).

DNA is a dead molecule, among the most nonreactive, chemically inert of
molecules in the living world. That is why it can be recovered from ancient
plants and long-dead animals. It has no power to reproduce itself and, while it
is promoted as producing proteins, in fact proteins (enzymes) produce DNA.
Lewontin shows clear irritation at those who transmogrify DNA as information
bearer into DNA as blueprint, as master plan or master molecule. Sequencing
the human genome can never tell all we want to know about human beings.

DNA has been fetishized. It is composed of basic units, the nucleotides of which
there are four kinds strung together in a long linear sequence. The DNA string is
like a code with four different letters whose arrangements in messages
thousands of letters long are of infinite variety. Part of the DNA code determines
exactly which protein will be made. But how does the DNA recreate itself?
Lewontin explains that it is by its dual, complementary structure and its linear
differentiation. But the problem with this story is that, although it is correct, it
does not explain what it claims to explain. It is incapable of making copies of
itself, aided or unaided, and more to the point it is incapable of 'making'
anything else. 

The dream of the genome is that from its sequencing we will deduce the causal
story of all diseases and psychological problems and generate cures. But even
when we look at cystic fibrosis where the gene has been located, isolated and
sequenced, and the protein encoded and deduced, it looks like a lot of other
proteins that are part of the cell structure, so no conclusive action can be taken
(151).

Most of the nine books reviewed declared the Human Genome Project to be the
most important scientific and medical achievement of our time. Lewontin is clear
that the majority of the world's population is suffering from one consequence or
another of malnutrition and overwork. The billions poured into this project will
have no effect on these. However, the possibility of patenting human genomes
offers profits for those who have the means to do so. Daniel Koshland, who
edited Science, when asked why the Human Genome Project funds should not
be given instead to the homeless, answered: 'What these people don't realize is
that the homeless are impaired …(4)'



Lewontin notes that none of the authors he reviewed had the temerity to bring
to public attention that many of the molecular geneticists of repute are
founders, directors, officers, and stockholders in commercial biotechnology firms.
In fact, the Human Genome Project was an administrative and financial project
more than a research project. Some are manufacturers of the equipment used
for sequencing the genome. 

In the US, the Office of Minority Health was also established at this particular
historical moment when vast resources were being dedicated to the project of
sequencing the human genome. At the same time, health and many other social
programs for the poor that were the legacy of the New Deal and the 1960s War
on Poverty were being dismantled, with stunning speed and lack of sensitivity
for the people affected. In this context, social understandings of health were
increasingly subsumed by genetic explanations. Thus, as was true earlier in the
century, questions about the meaning of race and, (increasingly) ethnicity, are
again explicitly linked with ideas of biological difference between racial and
ethnic groups in both scientific and popular thought. In ways that were invisible
to researchers at the time, 'Negro blood' would become 'black genes'(5).

One of the most controversial and disturbing products of the new sanitized
genetic determinism was the publication of 'A Natural History of Rape: the
Biological Basis of Sexual Coercion' by Randy Thornhill and Craig Palmer. They
put their position bluntly: 'We fervently believe that, just as the leopard's spots
and the giraffe's elongated necks are the results of aeons of past Darwinian
selection, so is rape.'

As proof of this view, the authors assert that studies show that it is women of
child-bearing age who suffer the most psychological trauma in the aftermath of
rape. Child rape victims and elderly victims supposedly suffer less because,
although they have been physically violated, their reproductive potential has not
been compromised. It is married women in particular, they say, who suffer most
from mental anguish after rape because a married woman risks reprisal or even
rejection from her husband and his relatives. This argument was only possible
after less overtly sexist writers such as Dawkins, Pinker and Dennett paved the
way.

In the 1970s, E.O. Wilson proposed that just as the nature of ants creates
colonies of queens, drones, workers and slaves, the nature of humans creates
racism, sexism, patriotism, wars, religion and class exploitation. Any efforts to
fight racism, sexism, and imperialism, accordingly, go against human nature and
are thus exceedingly difficult endeavours. His proposals came in the wake of the
1960s and 70s challenge to the established order where capitalist authority was
widely disputed.

EP is not that different. It uses genetic constructs to create a 'mind' which, like
a computer, is an information-processing machine. It also claims that the mind,
like the body, consists of multiple organs or modules engineered by natural
selection to maximise the reproductive fitness of ancient ancestors. Richard
Dawkins began the trend to EP in calling humans 'lumbering robots' that are
programmed and set in motion by the genes they contain whose function is to
make more genes. Steven Pinker hates the concept of learning and does much
to avoid it. Learning would imply acknowledging that our perceptual and
behavioural tendencies are modified throughout our lives because of our
interactions with our environment. A consistent feature of EP is a linear
relationship between genes and human development. What these two books
bring to life is the non-reductionist and non-linear relationship of genes, cells,
organs, minds, brains, bodies and environments.

EP is in essence a circular theory that reads present inequalities into the past,
and then claims that this imagined past explains the present. Steven Rose is
adamant that whilst it is the case that, as the population geneticist Theodosius
Dobzhansky put it, nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of



evolution, it is also very much the case that nothing in biology makes sense
except in the light of history - the history of the species, the developmental
history of the individual living organism and, for humans, of course, social,
cultural and technological history. 

While natural selection enables the shaping of organisms, organisms choose and
transform environments and are therefore active players in their destiny. The
future for all life is radically unpredictable and we make our own history,
although in circumstances not of our own choosing.

When Hans Eyesenck visited Australia in 1977 his opponents shouted him down
and denied his right to be given the imprimatur of academic respectability.
Should the current genetic determinists be allowed to parade in clothes they do
not have?
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