
Public Ethics, Politics and 
Sociobiology

Ethics in Science
University of  Houston
11 March 2016

Myrna Perez Sheldon, Rice University 

Saturday, March 12, 16



Sociobiology:  The New Synthesis (1975)  
Edward O. Wilson  

!

Saturday, March 12, 16



Saturday, March 12, 16



1941-2002
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�Biological Potential vs. 
Biological Determinism� 

Natural History (1976) 
!
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“I debated intensely with myself  
before writing [the May column] 
at all... At this point I wish 
nothing more than restored 
harmony... Nonetheless, I 
realized one day that I am the 
only popularist writing a regular 
feature on evolution how could 
ignore the most widely discussed 
event in evolutionary biology 
during my brief  career.” 

S.J. Gould to E.O. Wilson, March 5, 1976
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“You are continuing a partisan attack, essentially 
identical in its arguments to that used by Science for 
the People, in an important forum where I will have 
no chance to reply….

It appears to me that you are showing not only poor 
judgment with reference to your own university but 
also dubious ethics in promoting your point of  view 
concerning a highly political, controversial topic.”

E.O. Wilson to S.J. Gould, March 16, 1976
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Natural Selection Is An Optimizing Engineer
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Sexual Reproduction 

Females: Sexually Coy Males: Sexually Promiscuous

Saturday, March 12, 16



Saturday, March 12, 16



Developmental Byproduct 
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Progress and Racism
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Progress and Racism

“rank human groups and 
cultures according to their 

assumed levels of  
evolutionary attainment 
with (not surprisingly) 

white Europeans at the top 
and their conquered 

colonies at the bottom...”
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