Are Conservative thought and Genetic Determinism the same thing? (20 mins)
by Jonathan Latham (2300 words)

Preamble:
Before I embark properly on this presentation I think it will be helpful to explain a little of its origins. My background is in biology, specifically molecular genetics. I have a PhD in plant virology and subsequently I spent time as a postdoctoral researcher in medical genetics. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]I am also the executive director and co-founder of a non-profit based in Ithaca, NY, that is concerned with food and agriculture. The relevance of this background is that I feel like an imposter in this company given my classical reductionist biological training, but it also is important because, despite this training I have come, after many years of doubting it, to fully reject the genetic determinist paradigm that currently dominates biology. It seems to me clearly wrong in even its weakest forms. 

But as a consequence I have more and more become aware of the pervasive nature of genetic determinism and the need, if we are to succeed in our non-profit work, of repudiating it. 

XXXX

So to start I want to be as clear as possible about what I mean by rejecting genetic determinism. 

I want to use the following definition: 

Genetic determinism is the privileging of genetic causes; 

I have borrowed this privileging word from Denis Noble, whose work on systems biology is perhaps known to this audience, but this definition is very similar to one used by Susan Oyama in her Ontogeny of Information. 

Rejection of genetic determinism defined in this way means, for the specific purposes of this talk, that some alternative biological paradigm (or paradigms) than that of a computer program or a puppetmaster or a master molecule is required to explain the nature and development of living organisms. 

The exact nature of this alternative paradigm is a discussion for another day. But, in the course of thinking about what the alternative paradigm ought to be I came to ask a different question. The question was this: 

If genetic determinism is indefensible and wrong, why have biologists nevertheless adopted it, and arguably, embraced it? 

And why do they continue to defend it? 

The answer to those questions, I propose, lies entirely outside biology. This is not intuitive. Scientists, as we all know, are supposed to reach their conclusions by relying on evidence and logic. But, as we also know, much work in sociology and philosophy and history of science has been directed at the question of how much of science is socially constructed; on the presumption that perhaps social construction is a very significant part of science. 

So the answer I want to outline today is in this latter tradition. I will propose that genetic determinism is the prevailing paradigm of biology, no surprise there, but it is also a social construction in its entirety. My suggestion is thus that the special place afforded to genes and DNA in biology is a projection of the Western social order.

For this to make sense one first must define the social order. To do so I want make use of the thought of Edmund Burke. Burke is often cited as the father of conservative thought and he emerged at a time when, due to the French revolution and the British Jacobins, the British establishment was under severe political pressure. Burke, though neither English nor establishment in origin, became its stoutest spokesman. I suggest that he defended four conceptual elements and that these four (together with one that Burke did not discuss) constitute the essence of conservatism. 

The first of the concepts defended by Burke was the monarchy and the larger system of social ranking. Second, Burke defended patriarchy, in particular from Mary Wollstonecraft who was a founder of feminism. Third, he defended nationalism through his questioning of imperialism. Fourth, Burke defended established religion. This is all, I believe, uncontroversial.

The key to understanding these Burkean conservative positions as consistent is that each can be traced back to an underlying genetic determinist premise. Monarchism is the political arrangement that supreme leadership is a birthright. The sovereign can, with just a few temporary exceptions, only acquire power through birth or lose it on his death; in which instance his power devolves usually to his oldest son. Other models of kingship are possible and many have existed, but this is its European configuration, which derives, officially at least, from principles of primogeniture and Salic law. Virtually identical genetic determinist premises apply to the status of the lesser nobility (though there are some exceptions in which possessions and titles may be divided among all sons). At the other end of the social spectrum, feudalism (which was then just ending) was the genetic determinist idea that those at the bottom are born without power and should stay that way, along with their offspring. For a long period these two categories encompassed most of European society.

As I have tried to emphasize in the telling, the social order that Burke defended was premised on genetic determinism. Obviously, in the time of Burke they would not have used the term 'genetic determinism'. The equivalents would have been: "Blood", "Ancestry", "Birthright" "Heritage"; or "Patrimony".

Very similar arguments apply to patriarchy. When Mary Wollstonecraft claimed that women were, quote: 

"Taught from their infancy that beauty is woman's sceptre, the mind shapes itself to the body, and, roaming round its gilt cage, only seeks to adorn its prison."endquote

she was proposing that women's position in society was imposed on them. Gender roles were taught and therefore not natural or instinctual. Burke and Wollstonecraft were contemporaries. He was one of her foremost public critics and it is in some of their public sparring that his defence of patriarchy is most obvious and explicit.

The specifics of his defence are not important here. What is important is the genetic determinist premise of patriarchy. Patriarchy involves the assumption that gender roles are fixed and inborn. Unlike the class system, sex is not necessarily transmitted intact, since women can give birth to either males or females, but gender roles presume an underlying genetic determinist biological reality. In a patriarchal society, such as 18th Century Britain, these roles could not be transcended or transgressed by any education or environment.

The third position defended by Burke was nationalism. To the confusion of some, Burke defended the American revolutionaries and Indian states against the oppression of British colonists. He did this on the grounds of defending the concept of nationhood as an expression of its people. The concept of a nation has often been seen as a geographical one, for example in the work of Benedict Anderson, but its deeper essence, I suggest, is genetic determinist. 

I say this because, if, in modern times, one needs to assert ones nationality the defining qualification is almost invariably birth; and the etymological root of the word nation is the Latin natus, having to do with birth. But further, the nation, historically, was is the hierarchical family of which the monarch was the genetic head. So while the modern nation has geographical connotations these are secondary. They are not the root meaning nor until recently were they the common understanding.

There is one further aspect of conservative thought that has an important place in this scheme. It is the idea of race. Race, self-evidently I think, relies on a genetic determinist premise, and racism has become a prominent element of conservative thought. However, only after Burke did race acquire its modern definition and significance.

The final element is Burke's defence of religion. The connection of the church to the above list is to be the guarantor of each of these concepts. Ever since Zoroaster, the great monotheistic religions have supported patriarchy, monarchy and hierarchy. From the Old Testament we can add to that list the idea of a nation. The nation of Israel is the model for the modern nation; and the Israelite nation, I emphasize, was a genetic nation not a geographical one, composed as it was of the sons of Israel. 

As far as religion is concerned, Kings were acutely aware, through concepts like the divine right of Kings, of their dependence on religion. As King James 1 of England told parliament in 1609. I quote:

"Kings are justly called Gods, for they exercise a manner of resemblance of Divine power upon earth; for if you consider the attributes of God, you shall see how they agree in the person of a King." endquote

As Durkheim proposed, this comparison is no accident. Religion is the worship of society. Religion reflects back, as faithfully as it can, the social order, which is to say that society and religion co-produce each other.

The proposition, therefore, is that ideas premised in what we now call genetic determinism, which is the idea that individuals are born and not made, represented the key elements of British conservative thought at the time of Burke. These were and remain the bedrocks of conservatism because they are also the base values of the wider Western world. 

Its' social order was and still is predicated on the idea of a fixed biological species boundary (itself a genetic determinist notion, I note) whose members are segmented by social class, gender, nationality, and, more latterly, race. 

These four strands of genetic determinism derive ultimately from a single strand. They can all be seen as elaborations of the idea of inheritance, which is very ancient. Laws of inheritance were among the first laws and they ensure that property, wealth and status are not dispersed at the death of their owner. This whole edifice was cemented, in Burkes' time, by the established church.

It is important to note that it is not necessary to this thesis that all of these genetic determinist concepts are equally important at all times in Western cultures. Monarchism and feudalism were relatively less important in the US and now they have faded somewhat in Europe too. But, especially in the US, race has in many ways supplanted the class structure in a way that it has not in Europe. 

There is not time in this short talk to trace back precisely the origin of each of these terms, except to say that I believe a very strong argument can be made that, patriarchy excepted, these concepts are, if not entirely unique to Western thought, it is in Western thought, and the cultures derived from the Abrahamic religions, that they have achieved their strongest expression. 

Probably the most helpful way to appreciate the influence of genetic determinism as the basis of social order is by contrasting Western with indigenous cultures. In modern and ancient indigenous societies, possessed of what might be termed weak, or at least informal, governance structures, genetic determinist social structures and thought systems appear to be all but absent. The classic contrast is with the cultures of the Western hemisphere where speciesism, patriarchy, monarchism and class, nationhood, and race, are utterly different or non-existent and certainly not genetic determinist in nature. The implication is that genetic determinism developed and co-evolved with what we call civilization.

The second point I wish to emphasise is why it is that I am asserting the centrality of this to Western thought. So far I have suggested only that it is unique. Without elaborating too much I want to refer to the passage sometimes known as the 'Myth of the Metals' in Plato's Republic (Book 3: p415).

In that section Socrates, Plato's mentor, suggests that society would be easy to govern if men were divided automatically at birth into fixed categories of gold, silver and bronze. Gold, suggests Socrates, would be the rulers, silver would be the warriors and philosophers, while bronze would be the rest of society. In such a polity there would be little conflict over resources and privileges, he suggests, because their distribution would be preordained. Plato then points out that surely no society would believe such a thing because it was implausible. Not immediately, Socrates replies, but after a few generations the myth would become entrenched and unquestioned.

The argument presented today, therefore, is that Western thought and, by extension, Western civilization, is the successful imposition of a myth of the metals on its populations; and much of its unique character derives from attempts to make that myth both plausible and enforceable. The birth categories are not gold, silver and bronze; they are gender, rank, nation, race, and species. Every single human in a Western nation is assigned at birth a specific place in the matrix formed by the four categories. Barring exceptional circumstances this ranking is all but unbreakable, at least by the person themselves. The system works as a tool of rulership for two primary reasons. As Socrates anticipated, disputes over resources are largely limited to within categories. But as he perhaps did not anticipate, categories can be mobilised against each other, as needed, by the maintenance of creative tension between them. To maintain such a system it is an imperative that the existence of intermediate forms be denied. They must be compelled to conform or be cast out.

Such a framework helpfully illuminates some ordinarily puzzling aspects of Western thought and politics. Conservatism becomes the defence of the myth of genetic determinism; in this it equates to the centrepiece of Western thought. Radical thought, in contrast, typically takes the form of countering genetic determinism.

Thus Mary Wollstonecraft's feminism attempted to disrupt the categories imposed by patriarchy. Environmentalism is the belief that toxins can alter the course of organismic development and therefore is again a denial of genetic determinism. The civil rights movement was an attempt to break down race lines and also class lines. Marxism and social democracy are primarily resistance to the class system. The gay rights and transgender movements are likewise attempts to break down gender roles. 

In summary, Burkean conservative values equate to the core values of Western civilization, and second, those values are genetic determinist in nature.

Thus we come full circle to the question I originally posed. Why was genetic determinism in biology first created and why has it subsequently been defended in the face of all evidence? The answer is that genetic determinism, although traditionally identified and defined as a purely biological scientific concept is a sociopolitical term that long predated it. The connection between them is that science cannot contradict the social order without rendering it illegitimate and potentially destroying it. Science has therefore had to conform to what is perhaps the most basic premise of the society in which it is embedded. And so biological theories like systems biology, that contradict genetic determinism by asserting that life is fundamentally based on horizontal power relations and cooperativeness, are ignored or suppressed. 

Finally, I believe that there is abundant evidence for this alleged suppression of alternative paradigms in biology. Very soon after Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species, Thomas Huxley was asked what its implications were for the monarchy. His answer was, and I quote:

"Old Salic law will not be repealed" Endquote

In other words, science, under his watch, would never speak truth to power. 
END

I noted earlier that support for established religion was also a major Burkean themeThe role of religion in this scheme is somewhat unconventional. Burke's 

"Pxv of burke reader: Are all orders, ranks, and distinctions to be confounded?"
To be virtuous "is to be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in society."
The source of Burke's ideal is religion
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