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greatly wncemed to rebut charges of crude 
It is not uncommon for distinguished scien- 
tists in the twilight of their careers to turn 
their hand to philosophy. Unfortunately, 
the failures among such endeavors are gen- 
erally acknowledged to outnumber the suc- 
cesses, and Wilson's contrihtion to the 
genre must on the whole be consigned to 
the majority. 

When F. A. Pouchet published in 1867 a 
large volume modestly entitled The Uni- 
verse, he explained in the introduction that 
the title was intended merely to indicate 
that he "had gathered from creation at large, 
often contrasting the smallest of its prcduc- 
tions with the mightiest." I was reminded of 
this work while reading Wilson's book, 
much of which struck me as more of a wm- 
pendium of scientific fact and speculation 
than any systematically worked out philo- 

Wilson does, however, intend to present a"""""" thesis, the thesis that all knowledge is uni- 
fied. The key concept he exploits, borrow- 
ing from the nineteenth-century philoso- 
pher William Whewell, is consilience. For 
Whewell, consilience meant seekmg prin- 
ciples with as wide an explanatory reach as 
possible. Its meaning in Wilson's text is 
somewhat elusive: Sometimes it seems only 
to mean that different k i d s  of phenomena 
have somedung to do with one another. 
Sometimes it marks the insistence that 
there is a seamless web of cause and effect. 
Quite often it also seems to mean some 
strong doctrine of physicalist reductionism, 
though no such doctrine is ever spelled out 
in any k i d  of detail. 

At any rate, Wilson's book does hot 
discuss in any serious way the debates 
about the unity of science that have con- 
cemed philosophers of science over the 
last half-century and more. Rather, in a 
more Pouchetian manner, he expounds 
his point of view on a number of areas of 
science. ooinions that are all intended to 

genetic determinism, and he devotes a lat of 
space to discussing the interactions between 
genes and envirotment. But in the end, dte 
lessdn does not seem quite. to have gotten 
through. 

For example, one of the most notorious 
topics from the 1975 book, currently in- 
spiring a great deal of wok under the ru- 
bric of sociobiolcgy, is &e development of 
the idea that di i ferem in magnitude of 
contribution to the reproductive purpase-- 
eggs are larger than sperm, and females of 
many species gestate sizable dpmg-will 
lead to the evolutionary selection of sexu- 
ally differentiated behavioral dispositions. 
Broadly, the idea is that males will pursue 
the maximum volume of reproductive out- 
put, whereas females will aim to produce a 
smaller quantity of h& quality of.%gnng. 
This will lead males to seek as many mates 
as possible, while fe& can be expected to 
look carefully for a high quality mate with 
the resources to spend on her ofiipnng. 
Thus in the present work Wilsan remarks 
that reproductive asymmetries between the 
sexes "predict patterns of mate choice and 
courtship, relative degrees of sexual permis- 
siveness, paternity anxiety, treatment of 
women as remxces, and polygyny.. ." (p. 
169), without seeing m y  need to wony 
about int-eions with culture. But in fact 
if develo~ment is a matter of interaction 
between genes and environment, it is not 
clear that any such predictions follow. At 
a more abstract level, although Wilson 
points out some of the difficulties with the 
statistical concept of heritability (for ex- 
ample its sensitivity to context) he has no 
quslms about accepting the conclusions of 
geneticists who "have calculated the pro- 
portionate contributions of genes across a 
large array of traits in sensory physiology, 
brain function, personality, and intelli- 
gence" (p. 154). 

Havine established the relevance of bi- , . 
lend support to the general advocacy of ology to-human concerns, Wilson ad- 
consilience. vances his claim for consilience with sci- 

Wilson's well-known book Sociobiology, ence in chapters on the social sciences, on . 
published in 1975, presented claims for the the arts, and on ethics and rehion. Some 

of Wilson's views in these areas seem de- 
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in the grip of ; the&. And the view that - ' 
"innovation.. .is a concrete biological pro- 
cess" illustrates a recurrent tendency to, 
confuse a statement of the causal condi- 
tions of a process with the analysis of the 
process itself. 

These are details, but they point to a ' ' 
fundamental difficulty. Wilson wants to. - 

convince us that biology is a necessary in- 
gredient of the arts, ethics, and so on. 
There is a very modest thesis possible here, 

with why we like certain ki 
why certain social structures 
us. It is important to note, 

with one another, calls for some sophi 
wed philosophical work, and Wilson d 
not do the sort of work necessary. 

dentalist (Kant, Moore, and Raw1 
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