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ON THE ORIGIN OF SOCIOBIOLOGICAL THINKING

1. H ISTO R IC AL R EM AR KS

Theoretica l p rem ises o f m odern soc iob io log ica l th inking can be found in the 
concept form u la ted  by R ussian b io logist and socio log ist Peter Kropotkin 
(1904) w ho lived and w orked at the turn o f the 19th and 20th centuries. The 
pecu lia r position o f the then-con tem porary b io logy also had its contribution to 
the beg inn ings o f the form ative  period o f sociob io log ica l thought. From the 
point o f v iew  o f ph ilosophy o f science the evo lu tionary (Darw inian) paradigm  
was w idespread in the  last two decades o f the 19th century: the  controversies 
around the  concept o f natura l selection, presented by Darw in 's opponents, 
confirm  th is  dom ination even more m arkedly. It was then tha t the idea o f 
"m utual a id" w as form ed -  the idea which, accord ing to  Kropotkin, was as es
sentia l a fac to r/m echan ism  o f evolution as the "strugg le  fo r survival". Kropot
kin's concep t w as im m edia te ly  rejected. C onsequently, the Darw inian para
d igm  rem ained unchanged fo r m any years in its basic e lem ent, i.e. natural 
selection. Th is  im perfection has been im proved only by m odern sociob io log i
cal ideas.

The problem  presented in the paper is essentia l fo r one m ore reason, 
nam ely tha t it ind icates the  existence -  in the eyes o f a ph ilosopher o f science
-  o f the m yth o f se lf-su ffic iency  which is expressed in the be lie f that b iological 
ideas are "im perv ious" to  ideas belonging to  o ther fie lds o f knowledge. If it is 
true  tha t sc ience is "governed" by paradigm s, then Kropotkin 's idea could 
have been cogn itive ly  noticed only by W .D . H am ilton in the developm ental 
process o f the  20th cen tu ry  evo lu tionary biology.

From the  po in t o f v iew  o f the philosophy o f sc ience it is w orth noting that in 
m id-19th cen tu ry  Darw in (1859) and S pencer (1862) proclaim ed the ir con
cepts w hich caused the ideas o f a "struggle fo r surv iva l" and "natural se lec
tion" to  becom e the main points o f d iscussion on the evolution o f living organ
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isms. Even opponents o f evo lu tionary th inking becam e so entangled in the 
d iscussion o f Darw inian ideas tha t any issue not perta in ing to  the fundam en
ta ls o f Darw inian evolution w as m arg ina l to  evo lu tionary b io logy in the making. 
On the o ther hand, evo lu tionary b io logy w as dom inated by proponents and 
opponents o f the ideas m entioned above: the struggle fo r surviva l and natura l 
selection. The D arw inian parad igm  -  to use the Kuhn's concept -  dom inated 
contem pora ry biology. The paradigm  assum ed tha t b io logical phenom ena 
(and, in Spencer’s view, a lso socia l ones) w ere sub ject w ithout exception to 
unrestra ined m echan ism s o f the  "strugg le  fo r surviva l". This view  w as sup
ported by H egel's ph ilosophy w hich founded som e appropria te concepts, such 
as "socie ty o f c itizens" and "spiritua lized anim al kingdom ".

The v iew  tha t the  "strugg le  fo r surv iva l" is the e lem entary m echan ism /facto r 
o f evolution w as opposed by two R ussian scientists, K.F. Kessler and K ropot
kin. In the w ork  entitled  "M utual aid as a fac to r o f evolution" (1904; main 
chapters o f the w ork  appeared firs t in the  periodica l "N ineteenth C entury" in 
the years 1890-1896) Kropotkin re jected the assum ption tha t the strugg le  fo r 
surviva l p lays a dom inant role in the anim al kingdom . He attem pted to prove 
that, next to  confronta tion , it is m utua l aid tha t is an universal phenom enon in 
the anim al kingdom . M oreover, he added tha t th is phenom enon is characte r
is tic  not on ly  o f the anim al, but a lso o f hum an species. Thus, in K ropotk in 's  
concept, the hum an and anim al w orld  is not a world o f "fangs and ta lons", but 
one o f m utua l re la tionsh ips and to le rance  created w ith in  the bounds o f those 
re lationships.

Thus, w hereas Darw in and S pencer saw  the "strugg le  fo r surviva l" as com 
m on basis o f b io logica l phenom ena (D arw in) and o f socia l and b io logical ones 
(Spencer), K ropotkin a ttem pted to show  tha t it w as co-operation w hich both 
these areas o f phenom ena had in com m on. The category o f co-operation 
(m an ifest in a ltru is tic  behaviour) reveals, in m y opinion, som e soc iob io log ica lly  
s ign ifican t re la tionsh ips between living organism s, including hum an organ
isms: thence  the  conclusion tha t S pencer and D arw in 's concept, as w e ll as 
tha t o f K ropotk in 's  constitu te  antipoda l fo rm u la tions o f the fundam enta ls  o f 
b io logica l and socia l phenom ena. The tab le  presented in point 2 show s those 
d iffe rences.
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2. EG O ISM  AN D  ALTR U ISM  VER SU S THE NATURE OF B IO LO G IC AL 
AN D  SO C IAL PH EN O M EN A

If w e assum e, som ew hat s im plistica lly, tha t ego istic  behaviour corresponds 
to  the concept o f the "struggle fo r surviva l" w hile  a ltru istic behaviour -  to  the 
concept o f "m utual assistance" the fo llow ing table can be presented:

TA BLE 1

Form s Spencer /  Darwin Kropotkin
o f behaviour the  s truggle fo r existence m utual aid

ego ism 1 0
altru ism 0 1

In tensities o f ego ism  and a ltru ism  are m arked in the  m axim um  degree, 
w hich is jus tified  by the v iews expressed by the three scientists. The positions 
d is tingu ished stand in m arked contrast. M odern sociobio logy undoubtedly 
perceives a ltru ism  as the  basis o f socia l behaviour o f anim als (and, in particu
lar cases, a lso o f hum ans).

It is in teresting to exam ine the ranges o f in fluence in which the im pact of 
ego ism  and altru ism  is trad itiona lly  surveyed. W hen these two factors  are 
properly  confron ted  w ith  the nature o f phenom ena, another tab le presents the 
areas w hich the three representa tive  seekers o f com m on or contrary bases o f 
socia l and b io log ica l phenom ena considered suitab le  fo r the prom otion o f the ir 
ideas.

The basis fo r the construction o f the below  pattern is a com bination o f three 
e lem ents: (a) fac to rs  (egoism , altru ism ), (b) types o f phenom ena (biological, 
socia l ones), (c) the im pact range o f the facto rs  (full, partial impact). The areas 
in w hich those  concepts are valid have been m arked respectively. This allows 
to  show  exactly  w hich re la tionsh ips constitu te  the basis o f the table.

TA BLE  2

Form s 
o f behaviour

b io logical phenom ena social phenom ena

egoism

altru ism

^  Darw inism  iSnenr.f>r) ^  
Darw in ism  liberalism  

— — ouuiobiology (K ropotkin) ——

Let us begin w ith  the firs t position. The point o f v iew  which Spencer repre
sents is soc ia l D arw in ism . A ccord ing to  Spencer, egoism  appears in biological 
and socia l phenom ena. In o ther words, the s truggle fo r surviva l is the basis o f
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bio log ica l and social phenom ena; the essence o f social phenom ena rem ains 
identica l w ith tha t o f b io logica l ones. Accord ing to Darwin, the struggle fo r 
surv iva l governs b io logica l phenom ena. Thus, w hat is trad itiona lly  called 
Darwinism, is essentia lly  S pencerism  restricted to  the  fie ld o f biology. Egoism 
in socia l phenom ena constitu tes the core o f liberalism. Kropotkin , in turn, ac
cord ing to w hom  altru ism  is fundam enta l to  socia l and bio log ica l phenom ena, 
c reates the theore tica l basis o f sociobiology. In his view, the essence o f bio
log ica l phenom ena is identica l w ith o f the socia l ones. Th is  notion m ay be 
ca lled biological solidarism.

W ell, I show  tha t tab le  2 p resents still som ething more. A t th is picture we 
can see two im portant facts.

F irst is tha t all conceptions considered here are only doctrines (m ay be ide
o logies), but not theories. That is because they are defin ing by the  range o f 
fac to rs  only. This operation o f a research procedure give us on ly  c lassifica 
tion, but not explanation o f behavioura l fac ts  (o r phenom ena). C onclusion o f 
th is  is that a sociob io log ica l th inking is not an exp lanatory  conception. It is 
c lassifica tion  point o f v iew  only. Second im portant fac t is tha t th is p icture pre
sen ts  a m ethod o f m y th inking here. A t th is exam ple we can see two doctrines 
w hich are to  itse lf m ore contrad ictory: social D arw in ism  and "Kropotkin ism ". 
Both are in strong opposition. In th is case I th ink tha t they  both assum e the 
sam e background to the question o f socia l and bio logica l phenom ena. That is 
right, but the solutions proposed by them  are one another.

F irst doctrine (socia l D arw in ism ) c la im s that b io logica l and socia l phenom 
ena are "governed" by ego ism  as a behavioura l factor. The second one 
("K ropotk in ism ") claim s, tha t they  are "governed" by altru ism . I th ink that, in 
each case w hich it concerns a s im ila r research situations, w e m ust d iscover 
th is  deep background o f oppositionary conceptions o r theories. This shows 
tha t both doctrines (socia l D arw in ism  and "K ropotk in ism ") accept the sam e 
thesis: behavioura l facto rs  are the m ost im portant to the p icture  o f the evolu
tionary  processes.

3. TW O  C O N C R E TIZATIO N S O F TH E ID EA OF A LTR U ISTIC  BEHAVIO UR

Table  2 show s the  firs t im portan t m om ent in the  deve lopm ent o f sociobi
o log ica l th inking. Nam ely, it revea ls  the existence o f various ranges o f s ign ifi
cance  o f a ltru ism . Accord ing to  th is approach, a ltru ism  w orks in the field o f 
both socia l (hum an) and b io log ica l (an im al) phenom ena. Thus the firs t con- 
cre tiza tion o f the idea o f a ltru is tic  behaviour (co-operation) has taken place.

The o ther im portant m om ent in the deve lopm ent o f soc iob io log ica l th inking 
w as the  realization (on the  part o f b io log ists firs t and fo rem ost) tha t "intensity" 
o f a ltru ism  (a ltru is tic  behaviour, co-opera tion ) depended on a varie ty  o f real
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s ituations and could be conta ined in the <0,1 > bracket. S im ultaneously, it be
cam e ev ident that extrem e va lues o f that factor's  in tensity did not exist in real
ity and w ere  pure ly theoretica l. Thus began the survey o f the cases o f co
operation between organism s, popula tions and species; to  the description and 
explanation o f th is two last s ituations the W ynne-Edw ards' (1962, 1986) evo
lu tionary conception w ould be applicable. Ecology w as the firs t fie ld o f science 
to have fo llow ed tha t path (in pa rticu la r population ecology, by fo llowed organ- 
ism al ecology). In m y opinion, it w as organ ism al eco logy w hich becam e 
a cu rta in -ra ise r on the m odem  shape o f sociobio logy, since on ly the firs t at
tem pts a t de fin ing a ltru is tic  behaviour (in H am ilton 's w orks -  1964) m arked out 
a new m ode o f b io logical (soc iob io log ica l) thought. This approach w as called 
sociobiology by E.O. W ilson (1975).

It w as through those ach ievem ents o f b io log ica l know ledge tha t the second 
concretiza tion o f the idea o f a ltru is tic  behaviour (co-operation) cam e about. 
From  the end o f the 19th century, th is  is from  Kropotkin 's tim es, to  the 1970s 
bio log ica l cogn itive  practice passed from  analyzing the ranges o f the in fluence 
o f a ltru ism  (that w as the firs t concre tiza tion  w hich resulted in the developm ent 
o f ecology, e.g. the rise o f the so-ca lled m athem atica l eco logy in the 1920- 
1940s) on the em pirica l exam ination o f a ltru is tic  (and egoistic) behaviour, that 
is to  say, an exam ination o f the  re la tions w hich define relationships between 
organ ism s o f d iffe ren t levels o f b io log ica l com plexity. It was then tha t organ
ism al ecology, popula tiona l genetics, e tho logy and, finally, sociob io logy were 
developed.

Apparently , re jection o f Kuhn's m ode o f th inking -  the Darwinian paradigm  -  
by evo lu tionary  b io logy facilita ted tha t developm ent. This resulted in the incor
poration in to  entire  bio log ica l know ledge o f the ideas w hose source -  in m y 
opin ion -  could be found in the late 19th century  sociology, thus being extra
neous to  b io logy itself.

4. C O N C LU SIO N S

A t the  end o f th is paper, I w ould  like to  add that m y proposal conta ins only 
the  m ain ideas o f the  problem  w hich rem ains on the border-line o f theoretica l 
b io logy, m ethodology and ph ilosophy o f b iology. However, even a brie f fo rm u
lation en ta ils  som e im portant resu lts  w hich I am going to present now. All this 
cons ide r w e  have the fo llow ing conclusions:

1. The rise o f sociob io log ica l ideas should be ascribed to P. Kropotkin who 
rem ained in s ign ifican t theore tica l opposition  to  Darwin.

2. The deve lopm ent o f soc iob io log ica l ideas fo llowed two main paths de
term ined by the rejection o f those  assum ptions w hich restricted biological 
th inking:
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(a) the  firs t path was defined by the concretization o f research on a ltru ism  in 
spec ific  a reas o f hum an and anim al behaviour;

(b) the  second path w as defined by a thorough recognition (em pirica l defin i
tion  o r designation) o f the "in tens ities" o f a ltru ism  (co-operation) in various 
fie lds  o f b io log ica l and socia l phenom ena.

3. The term  "sociob io log ica l th inking" is used here to  denote  nam ely fie lds o f 
know ledge, both the paths (a) and (b), w h ile  the term  "sociob io logy" 
(accord ing to  W ilson 's  approach), in m y opinion, denotes on ly  the  path (b).

4. The approach to  sociob io log ica l th inking presented above reveals certa in 
log ic  in the  deve lopm ent o f the idea. Thus it rem ains in opposition  to  Kuhn's 
approach w hich re jects such logic.

5. The  deve lopm ent o f soc iob io log ica l th inking proves tha t m odern sociob i
o logy breaks w ith the self-sufficiency myth. This is m anifest in the develop
m ent o f theore tica l biology, w here in terd isc ip linary studies, com bin ing the  re
su lts  o f cogn ition  on m any bio log ica l subd iscip lines, shed a new  light on the 
w ho le  o f b io log ica l phenom ena.
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