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Introduction

This paper examines two influential and important notions of the concept of cul-
ture as they developed in the last three decades, with a particular emphasis on why
the notion of culture fell out of favor as an explanatory concept, how efforts were
made to revive it, and why these efforts fall short of their goal of redeeming the
explanatory promise of the concept of culture.

I begin in Section 1 with a historical overview of what I term the “classical”
concept of culture, particularly the issues that arose with regard to how to clarify
what is meant by the term.

Section 2 then analyzes the attempts by writers, such as Edward Wilson, to
rejuvenate culture as explanatory and tracks reactions to Wilson’s now-infamous
proposal regarding sociobiology. Particular attention is given in this regard to
selectionist evolutionary accounts driven by R. Dawkins, D. Dennett, and S.
Blackmore (Blackmore, 2000; Dawkins, 1976; Dennett, 1990; Ehrlich and
Feldman, 2003; Lewens, 2015, 2017), to the historical approach represented by
E. Heyer, A. Sibert, F. Austerlitz, A. Thaler, and S. Guha (Guha et al., 2012;
Heyer, Sibert and Austerlitz, 2005; Lansing and Cox, 2011; Thaler et al., 2009),
and to newly emerged (Driscoll, 2018) Cultural Evolutionary Science (CES) rep-
resented mainly by P. Boyer, D. Sperber, W. Durham, S. Atran, J. Henrich,
R. Boyd, and P. Richerson (Atran, 2002; Boyer, 2001; Durham, 1991; Henrich,
2015b; Laland and O’Brien, 2011; Laland et al., 1995; Mesoudi, 2011; Richerson
and Boyd, 2006; Sperber, 1996).

Having developed some major variants of the evolution account in this section,
I turn in Section 3 to an examination and evaluation of the influential objections
raised by S. Pinker, R. Fracchia, and R. Lewontin (Fracchia and Lewontin, 1999;
Lansing and Cox, 2011; Lewontin, 2005; Pinker, 2012). Most of these objections
come from the more biological side of those concerned to debate the propriety of
cultural evolution.

In Section 4, I examine objections to this form of cultural explanation as they
have arisen mainly from anthropologists. Here, the discussion focuses on critiques
raised by S. Atran, N. Colborne, S. A. West, A. S. Griffin, and A. Gardner
(Atkinson et al., 2015; Atran, 2002; Colborne, 2016; Gardner and Grafen, 2009;
West et al., 2008; West et al., 2011).

I conclude by sketching why one should remain skeptical regarding the
“redemption” of the explanatory utility of the concept of culture.

The explanatory role of culture: First phase

The concept of culture is one of the most important contributions of social and
cultural anthropology to modern thought. When we discuss the concept itself from
the point of view of its explanatory role, we can distinguish two most privileged
understandings of the term. The first follows Edward Tylor’s definition, in which
he defined culture as complex that “includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law,
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custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of
society” (Tylor, 1871: 1). In this sense, culture is the sum of different traits that
must be explained. Culture, then, is not a theoretical concept and does not have
any explanatory power (Risjord, 2012: 390). The second has been influenced by
Emil Durkheim’s understanding of social facts. He postulated the idea of specific
patterns that have a collective character. They do not emerge as the sum of the
beliefs of individuals. Durkheim spoke about society, but society plays exactly the
same role as a culture in his theory. His society/culture (as a specific collective
pattern) is able to explain individual behavior. These specific patterns are different
cultures, and the concept of culture then has explanatory power.

What we now consider the classical understanding of the term “culture” has
been developed by social and cultural anthropologists over the past century
(Risjord, 2012)." The concept understands cultures as homogenous entities that
are shared among individuals in a systematic manner. It is linked to works
by F. Boas, B. Malinowski, A. Kroeber and their students. The concept dominated
the other social sciences, including linguistics, sociology and philosophy.

The most significant feature of Boas’s approach was that he refused to view
culture as a mere collection of individual traits that could be arbitrarily compared,
which was characteristic of the approach of Tylor and other evolutionists (Risjord,
2007). Boas also refused to accept the evolutionary perspective on the development
of societies (Boas, 1940: 275).

On the basis of this critique of his evolutionary approach, Boas and others
constructed a theory in which culture has a different metaphysical status and
should be treated as a sui gemeris phenomenon (Lowie, 1917: 217). For Boas,
culture remained a set of integrated traits. Nevertheless, Boas made a significant
advance toward a holistic understanding of culture. Cultural traits interact with
each other, as well as with the physical environment.

Another impact comes from philosophy. Dilthey understood nature as a realm
of causes and culture as a realm of reason (Dilthey, 1976). His philosophy suggests
that biology and culture have different ontological statuses — an idea with signif-
icant impacts on ethnographic theory and methods. From this perspective, society
exists within a realm of reasons. As a result, social phenomena must be interpreted
by providing the social context, not explained by providing causes in the sense of
the natural sciences. Boas and his students then treated cultures as realms of
reason. This theoretical move thus petrified the distinction between the natural
and social sciences. In cultural anthropology, this distinction marked the beginning
of a “theoretical apartheid,” a situation in which scientists from the humanities did
not wish to hear about the natural sciences because, in their view, they were onto-
logically separate disciplines (Bloch, 2012).2

Kroeber, Mead, and Benedict’s concept of configurationalism (the concept that
culture is configured according to stable models) went furthest in the metaphysical
delineation of the concept of culture. It abstracted culture from individuality and
thus created the impression that “cultural configurations” play the same role in
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anthropology as, for example, natural law does in physics. Thus, he turned culture
into an ontologically distinct entity with its own reality.

The strongest objection to this conception was that the links and mutual
influences between the individual psyche and cultural configuration were not evi-
dent. Thus, Kroeber’s configurations, despite the initial impression, did not imply
strict determinism (Harris, 1968: 342; Turner, 1994: 6). The configuration sug-
gested that certain factors were fixed. This idea did not yet represent a problem.
The problem resided in a causal relationship between individuals and a concept of
culture being inferred on the basis of this fixation, creating an illusion of
determinism.

There were two major ways in which to understand to the concept of culture
after the Second World War. The first group of scholars were realists (Bidney,
1942, 1944) or materialists (Harris, 1968). They still treated culture as a cluster of
traits or a mode of social living not separable from actual groups of people
(Bidney, 1942: 449; Risjord, 2012: 393). The second group were idealists
(Bidney, 1942, 1944; Harris, 1968). They defined culture in terms of rules, norms
and beliefs. These idealists were followers of many different theoretical schools,
such as functionalism, structural-functionalism, structuralism, ethnoscience, and
symbolic anthropology (Risjord, 2012: 393) Idealists began to see culture as a
systematically harmonized whole. This idea of the plurality of homogenous cul-
tures, with each containing a coherent and stable cluster of beliefs, knowledge,
values, or sets of practices, was the completion of the theoretical concept of cul-
ture, now understood as a theory (Risjord, 2012: 391).

The culmination of the classical concept of culture is the “thick description”
provided by Clifford Geertz (Geertz, 1973: 11). Geertz was concerned with the
connection of meaning with behavior. In his view, meaning was manifested in
behavior and could be grasped only when this behavior was placed within a
social context. The differences and boundaries of individual cultures were sought
within the boundaries of individual sets of shared rules. Imagined as a theory — a
system of rules manifested in the interaction of individuals — culture fully takes on
its explanatory conception.’ With a certain degree of simplification, it licenses, as
an answer to various questions, “Because of culture.”

This concept of culture, together with the theories among which it appeared,
was subjected to thorough criticism. First, culture, understood as a theoretical
concept with significant explanatory power, required clearly delineated bound-
aries. However, the boundaries appeared to critics to be created arbitrarily by
researchers themselves (Clifford and Marcus, 1986). Second, anthropologists
used culture in a way that evoked the illusion of one, homogenous cluster of
norms and rules. However, ethnographers provided evidence that rules and
norms can be different, even house by house. Third, the idea that a monolithic
culture exists consisting of norms and rules evoked the idea that individuals were
only passive rule followers (Radim, 1933; Risjord, 2012). This idea is even contrary
to our intuition, and it is difficult for us to consider anyone to be like a normative
zombie. The fourth problem with the concept of culture was associated with
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structure and agency (Risjord, 2012: 396). Instead of being able to grasp several
types of behavior, anthropologists had tendency to recognize norms and rules as
behavioral patterns that were something like the obligatory backbones of each
culture (Rosaldo, 1993). The concept of culture made them blind to recognizing
different forms of individual behavior and individual negotiation of rules and
norms (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990; Zahle, 2017).

The understanding of culture as an explanatory tool resides in the conviction
that culture actually exists in the world, that is, as something that acts on people.
Nevertheless, the concept of culture cannot be grasped directly but rather only
indirectly via individual manifestations. As a result, we must form a theory based
on its manifestations. The objection that culture may be merely a rhetorical figure
and so not an independent causal factor undermines culture as a useful theoreti-
cal concept.

This situation leaves anthropologists in a somewhat awkward situation since the
loss of culture seems to be accompanied by the loss of a significant raison d’etre of
anthropology as a discipline. As James Clifford noted, culture “is a deeply com-
promised idea that I cannot yet do without” (Clifford and Marcus, 1986: 10;
Risjord, 2012: 395). Anthropologists began — again with a certain degree of sim-
plification — to use the term “culture” only approximately, as a blunt delineation of
community, which was necessarily subject to examination. Within the framework
of ethnographic research, they focused on developing new theoretical approaches
(like neo-Boasian (Bashkow, 2004), Theory of Practice (Bourdieu, 1977), or the
Ontological Turn (Holbraad and Pedersen, 2017)) to avoid problems with the
concept of culture and to enable themselves to focus on specific projects, such as
research into rituals, local ontologies, or kinship relationships.*

I argue that, although social anthropologists abandoned the explanatory ver-
sion of cultural concepts for the reasons that I have summarized, there is at least a
strong tendency among cultural evolutionists to repeat the same mistakes that led
the majority of social anthropologists to avoid explanatory versions of the concept
of culture.

In this section, I have summarized a historical development of what the classical
concept of culture represents, focusing mostly on the issues of why it eroded and
theoretical suggestions on how to stabilize it.

In the next section I analyze the attempts by writers such as Edward Wilson to
rejuvenate culture as explanatory and track the reactions to Wilson’s now-
infamous proposal regarding sociobiology. Particular attention is given in this
regard to selectionist evolutionary accounts (Blackmore, 2000; Dawkins, 1976;
Dennett, 1990; Ehrlich and Feldman, 2003; Lewens, 2015, 2017), historical
approach (Guha et al.,, 2012; Heyer et al., 2005; Lansing and Cox, 2011;
Thaler et al., 2009), and the newly emerged (Driscoll, 2018) Cultural
Evolutionary Science (Atran, 2002; Boyer, 2001; Durham, 1991; Henrich, 2015b;
Laland and O’Brien, 2011; Laland et al., 1995; Mesoudi, 2011; Richerson and
Boyd, 2006; Sperber, 1996).
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Cultural evolution: A rebirth of the culture

In reaction to the aforementioned critiques, use of the concept of culture as gen-
uinely explanatory has undergone a metamorphosis. Evolutionary psychologists
have once again found theoretical use for this term (Buss, 2015a). The first move to
re-establish the concept of culture was by Edward Wilson with his concept of
sociobiology, but it was swiftly criticized by anthropologists (Kitcher, 1985;
Kitcher et al., 1987; Sahlins, 1976). The main reason was insufficient understand-
ing of real human societies and their practices. Sociobiology was an easy target for
any social anthropologist due to its biological reductionism and its insufficient
ability to explain human cooperation and altruism.

Following the critique to which Wilson’s sociobiology was subjected, cognitive
scientists and evolutionary psychologists began to use the concept of culture in an
improved manner that attempted to avoid this type of criticism (Boyd and
Richerson, 1985; Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman, 1981; Dunbar, 1993; Wilson,
1998). The reason for employing the concept of culture was to attempt to deter-
mine the evolutionary pressures that could have led to the formation of non-
biological manifestations (i.e., culture) and whether they were reducible to the
biological component of humanity — and if not, how they linked to it. One issue
was whether cultural evolution is a closed matter and, if not, how it continues to be
dependent on the biological component of humanity or independent of it.

There are currently three main approaches to cultural evolution among evolu-
tionists® (Driscoll, 2018; Lansing and Cox, 2011: 107; Lewens, 2015, 2017):

1. The first is an idea of “pure” cultural evolution committed to the idea that
discrete culture unites replicate in the same manner as genes. The most prom-
inent examples of this type of selectionist cultural evolution are Richard
Dawkins’s and Daniel Dennett’s “memes” (Blackmore, 2000; Dawkins, 1976;
Dennett, 1990; Ehrlich and Feldman, 2003; Lewens, 2015, 2017).

2. The second is a historical approach. This approach provides an idea of culture
as the heritable nongenetic transmission of all traits that affect the reproductive
success of individuals (Heyer et al., 2005; Lansing and Cox, 2011). The most
discussed example of this type of understanding of cultural evolution is the
increased prevalence of pernicious genetic maladies among the Ashkenazi cul-
tural group (Guha et al., 2012; Thaler et al., 2009).

3. Finally, the third group of theories comprises those that Driscoll defined as a
newly emerged field, Cultural Evolutionary Science (CES) (Driscoll, 2018).°
They are committed to the idea that large-scale nongenetic patterns can be
the products of the aggregated effects of many small, individual changes.
Among these theories are gene-culture coevolution (Durham, 1991; Laland
and O’Brien, 2011; Laland et al.,, 1995), the dual-inheritance theory7
(Henrich, 2015b; Mesoudi, 2011; Richerson and Boyd, 2006), and epidemiology
(Atran, 2002; Boyer, 2001; Sperber, 1996). The idea is that both biology and
culture are structured by Darwinian processes. Culture and biology can interact,
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thereby generating a coevolutionary dynamic (Durham, 1991; Henrich, 2015b;
Richerson and Boyd, 2006). The best example of this type of evolution is an
explanation of the dynamic relationship between the cultural innovation of
cattle farming and the development of adult lactose tolerance.

Each of these three definitions appears to hold promise for a reviewed explan-
atory role for a concept of culture.

Due to the failure of the attempts with memes® and the relative theoretical
weakness of the second type of coevolution,” T focus on the third type, which
proposes addressing the problems of the group-level explanation of human culture
(more specifically, cultural selection and pan-evolutionism, and dual-inheritance
theory)'® using a Darwinist method without having to introduce “cultural repli-
cators” (Driscoll, 2017; Lewens, 2015)."!

The story of a group-level explanation of human culture is based on the concept
of social learning that is supposed to be the core of cultural evolution processes
that operate at the group level and individual level. The social learning that has
developed in us systematically guides us toward our having a demonstrable ten-
dency to ascertain information from others, especially from those who are more
successful within the group (imitation of the successful even relates to suicidal
behavior (Atran, 2014))."?

This strategy became predominant within the population and further shaped
our psyche in such a direction that we can speak of “nongenetic evolutionary pro-
cesses capable of producing complex cultural adaptations” (Henrich, 2015b: 34).
Cultural strategies, that is, those learned from a group, are even capable of over-
coming tendencies that are selected by evolution, such as revulsion at a dead
body'® or excrement."* When culture and our dependency originated, cultural
evolution took a new direction, and its impact was capable of influencing even
our genetic makeup. Henrich referred to autocatalytic, culturally driven genetic
evolution (Henrich, 2015b: 57).'*> Culture as social learning thus regains a distinct
context, and so an explanatory role.

This story of cultural evolution seems to be plausible. We can accept at face
value that people live in groups and that their brains have developed a dependency
on the sharing of information, goals, desires, and intentions. By creating a shared
realm of knowledge and skills, an element has been identified that is capable of
exerting pressure on our biological makeup.'®

However, does this plausible story in fact use the concept of a culture in a
plausible way? Moreover, does it not also recapitulate the mistakes that social
anthropology has already criticized? CES uses the concept of culture ambiguously;
it mostly claims that culture is a cluster of information (Chudek and Henrich,
2014; Richerson and Boyd, 2006). Conversely, when CES speculates about the
manner in which cultures are maintained, Henrich replied that cultures are main-
tained with the aid of norms and rules (Henrich, 2015b: 143). Norms and rules
appear to be sufficient explanations for the stability of human society. As soon as a
human group is formed, norms and rules are “automatically” formed within it
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(Henrich, 2015b: 143). When social anthropologists hear about norms and rules,
they become instantly alarmed. Shared norms and rules were common for the
idealist concept of culture, and they have disappeared due to criticism
(Bourdieu, 1977, 1990, Clifford and Marcus, 1986).

Henrich spoke of a cultural trick that maintains norms: “First and foremost, it
brings in third parties to monitor, reward, and sanction others based on local
culturally transmitted and widely shared rules. [...] Second, by providing mental
models of situations and relationships, it directs our attention away from oppor-
tunities to exploit others and reframes situations in ways that tap or harness
our instincts in distinct, and often prosocial, ways” (Henrich, 2015b: 144-145).
The existence of this tendency and the function of norms are reinforced by rituals.
This idea is not new to any anthropologist. Among the first to present this idea
were Durkheim and van Gennep (Durkheim, 2002; Gennep, 1996). Both empha-
sized the importance of rituals for the stable existence of both society and the
individual within it. It now appears that, thanks to evolutionary psychologists
and cognitive scientists, we have experiments that indicate the significance of
rituals (predominantly in connection with violence, humiliation and extreme sit-
uations) for prosocial behavior.

To emphasize the role of cultural evolution, Henrich used the metaphor of the
“collective brain” (Henrich, 2015b: 211). This concept is a condition for the ability
of a group to survive and prosper. The collective brain is formed by two factors: (a)
interconnectivity (i.e., how individuals are mutually interconnected within the
group); and (b) the number of individuals in the group.'” The idea of the collective
brain sounds to any anthropologist even more metaphysical than the idea of the
superorganism. For Henrich, the collective brain hypothesis is an integral compo-
nent of the idea of group selection and inter-group competition.

In this section, I have characterized some major variants of the recent evolution
account in general, in particular Cultural Evolutionary Science (CES). In the next
part, I turn to an examination and evaluation of the influential objections raised by
(Fracchia and Lewontin, 1999; Lansing and Cox, 2011; Lewontin, 2005; Pinker,
2012). Most of these objections come from the more biological side of those con-
cerned to debate the propriety of cultural evolution.

Does culture explain?: Problems of applying
evolutionary theory

Regarding the first type of objection, we can look to popular science: Steven
Pinker’s article in Edge (Pinker, 2012) clearly summarized this kind of objection
when asserting that the idea of group competition does not make sense overall and
ensues from a failure to understand the principle of random selection. In partic-
ular, Pinker maintained, advocates of group selection replace randomness with an
array of indeterminate anecdotes incorporating cultures, groups, and, above all,
morality (Pinker, 2012). In Pinker’s view, the elegance of natural selection resides
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in the mechanistic application of four fundamental principles.'® According to
Pinker, advocates of cultural evolution are able to demonstrate none of these
principles. The majority of the experiments that they present, such as attempts
to theoretically confirm the existence of altruism toward the group, merely docu-
ment an individual’s endeavor to improve his or her own situation and not the type
of altruism discussed by advocates of cultural evolution.

With regard to the success of the entire group (cultural evolution on the basis
of group selection/competition), Pinker maintained that scientific criteria are not
followed. Instead, they are vaguely replaced by: (a) an indeterminate criterion of
the success of the group; (b) mutations that are not random but are replaced by
strategies, tactics, beliefs, and intentions brought by conquerors; and (c) success
that is not embodied by the descendants of the group but by the group itself.
According to Pinker, if the principle of group selection had applied in the case
of the Roman Empire, we would have seen certain predominant traits, in a non-
trivial sense of the word, within the groups that we regard as the descendants of the
Roman Empire. However, in the examples presented by promoters of cultural
evolution and inter-group selection, we find nothing of the kind. It is not the
descendants of the Roman Empire who repeated the successful features of the
Romans and thus demonstrated a successful process of selection; rather, success
is attributed to the Roman Empire itself and thus to a random historical event.

Even the punishment of “free riders” does not involve a strategy bound to the
entire group. According to Pinker, individuals punish “free riders” who could
directly or indirectly threaten their descendants. They do not do so out of pure
altruism. Not even police or judges, Pinker noted, work for free. Pinker concluded
that the notion of group selection may have a certain attraction for us because we
are adapted to life in a group and because it is evident that certain groups are
simply larger, older and more influential than others are."”

A related line of criticism can be found in Richard Lewontin’s review of Boyd’s
and Richerson’s book Not by Genes Alone (Lewontin, 2005; Richerson and Boyd,
2004). There, Lewontin offered radical reasons for believing that the application of
Darwinian evolutionary models to human culture represents misuse of this theory
and a dead end for this particular scientific approach. According to him, the direct
application of evolution to cultural variants that somehow propagate themselves
over time in human minds and society is immensely controversial. The main dif-
ficulty is that the concept of culture that the evolutionists want to use for their
scientific efforts is a highly complex phenomenon without any clear structure. This
structure is always invented by evolutionists themselves (Lewontin, 2005: 9). This
trick brings the same type of difficulties for which cultural anthropology was crit-
icized during the 1980s. Despite the increase in cultural pan-selectionism, “cultural
evolutionists have no set of phenomena of comparable concreteness” (Lansing and
Cox, 2011: 105). They cannot reach any consensus regarding how to describe
entities of concern. This situation is also something that we were able to witness
among anthropologists when the concept of culture was most popular.
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Nevertheless, propagators of CES have not lost their optimism. They view
evolutionary game theory as a powerful new foundation for bringing the social
sciences under the evolutionists’ umbrella by providing a necessary theoretical
framework. Nonetheless, we can still see a major obstacle to the pan-selectionist
approach. That is, it is one thing to develop some kind of plausible story about
how some social institution evolved, but it is another to actually prove it. When
evolutionists discuss the natural selection of cultural traits, they must be
very careful.

Geneticists have recently begun to speak about a product of natural selection
only if they are able to prove that the “assumption of neutrality” has been violated.
This assumption holds that many mutations and changes are not caused by natural
selection but rather by genetic drift, which is neutral, and that most changes do not
affect fitness. It also indicates that stochastic processes are the best explanation for
most genetic changes. The point is that, even in the most promising variation of the
theory of gene-culture coevolution, it is inevitably necessary to perform some test
of neutrality before we assume that any feature is a product of natural selection
(Lansing and Cox, 2011: 107).%°

The “Red Queen effect” is another important obstacle to proving the theory
that cultural variants somehow propagate themselves over time in human minds
and societies, and that Darwinian processes occur in both culture and biology. The
idea of gene-culture coevolution states that some cultural strategies can provide
some individuals — and some cultures — with a selective advantage and thus pro-
duce evolutionary change. However, the Red Queen effect suggests that organisms
must constantly adapt to the environment and proliferate, not only to increase
reproductive advantage but also to survive in competition with other ever-evolving
organisms. For example, Lansing and Cox showed how the dominance of some
individuals within a culture, which can increase number of their offspring in the
short term, can be actually nullified by the Red Queen effect in terms of long-term
evolutionary consequences (Lansing and Cox, 2011: 111).%!

In light of this criticism, how does the CES view hold up? Culture is initially
conceived as a random cluster of cooperative activities, as in the explanation of
why Homo sapiens are such good runners and why this ability cannot involve a
mere genetic mutation, but rather is a culturally driven development. However,
culture progressively takes on sharper features according to the theory of cultural
evolution. It is presented as a unified entity that has sufficient power to cause
genetic changes. It sustains itself with the aid of norms and rules that, according
to theorists of cultural evolution, are generated immediately, as soon as a human
group is formed. Norms and rules have a tendency to persist even when they have
no advantage, either for the individual or for the group (Henrich, 2014, 2015b).
In fact, Henrich stated, “collective brains make us individually smarter even in the
absence of any genetic evolution” (Henrich, 2015b: 228).%*> These factors provide
culture with an ontological character and thus its explanatory role.

It seems as if the old concept of culture, which has been much criticized, has
returned with a few important differences. First, Henrich understood culture as
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something that must be linked to the evolution of thought. Second, he did not
neglect supporting his conception with experiments that rest upon individual cog-
nitive abilities. Third, he did not use this term in a manner focused merely on an
explanation of the development of human society. It appears that he molded the
concept to become an analytical tool of researchers concerned with identifying the
fundamental differences between individual human groups. This endeavor is con-
tained in the idea of inter-group competition and therefore the random selection of
groups. It implicitly enables a comparison of different “collective brains” in terms
of what types of integration, inter-group bonds, norms and rules they have estab-
lished and therefore their prospects for survival. Ultimately, these changes are
not small.

In this section, I have discussed some persuasive objections raised from the
more biological perspective of those concerned to debate the propriety of cultural
evolution. In the next section, I examine the objections arising mostly from the
scientific field of cultural anthropology. I focus on some influential aspects of the
critiques raised by (Atkinson et al., 2015; Atran, 2002; Colborne, 2016; Gardner
and Grafen, 2009; West et al., 2008; West et al., 2011 )

Does culture explain?: Anthropologists’ objections

Can this newly generated concept of culture address the objections raised against
the concept of culture itself by cultural anthropologists in the second half of the
twentieth century? The first of the objections to the idea of culture as a fundamen-
tal analytical unit with a distinctive explanatory role was the objection to a culture
composed of clearly shared rules. For example, when we say that, in India, cows
are sacred or that Catholics are opposed to contraception, are we saying something
that we can regard as a genuine observation? How, for example, do we reconcile
ourselves with 82% of US Catholics considering contraception acceptable despite
the official doctrine of the Catholic Church being opposed to it? (“Gallup
Institute” 2012) Does it make sense to speak of culture as a unit when we may
overlook something as serious as information about Catholics who consider them-
selves Catholics but do not abide by the declared rule? It does not make sense to
say that they are not Catholics because it is highly probable that they would
actively dispute such a conclusion. The next step may be for us to say that they
are not “true” Catholics, which will lead to further objections to the explanatory
power of the concept of culture. To say that they are not true Catholics means that
we exclude them from the group on the basis of a comparison with certain criteria
(in this case, the official doctrine).

By this process, however, we intellectualize the entire culture, and this approach
does not appear to be sustainable. By this logic, practices beyond the reach of
doctrine, as in the Catholics and contraception example, or ones that are simply
not covered by any doctrine, would not enter into culture. The narrowing of cul-
ture to “official” beliefs limits researchers and deprives them of needed analyti-
cal tools.
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This understanding is linked to a further objection loosely connected with rules
and beliefs: the objection to the conception of culture as a closed unit.
Ethnographic work has demonstrated that nothing could be further from this
view (Clifford and Marcus, 1986; Harris, 1974). Individual local practices and
beliefs are vaguely defined and overlap, and they are mutually interconnected,
borrowed and over-layered.

Which of these objections can we relate to the concept of culture as it is used in
the theory of cultural evolution? When theorists such as Henrich, Boyd and
Richerson or Bowles and Gintis (Bowles and Gintis, 2011; Henrich et al., 2016)
discuss cumulative cultural evolution and group selection, it implies that such
groups must have something that integrally binds them together.

According to Henrich and others (Chudek and Henrich, 2011; Henrich, 2015a;
Moya and Henrich, 2016; Richerson and Boyd, 2006), social norms fulfill this
function. Within culture, rules are an analogy of genotype.

Normative rules in the mind are parts of a culture’s analogue of the “genotype,”
whereas the normative behaviors that these rules generate under environmental prod-
ding and influence are parts of the culture’s “phenotype.” Normative behaviors are
“adaptive” when they promote cultural “fitness” by contributing to the survival and
spread of the population that carries the norms of which those behaviors are the

naturally selected phenotypic expressions. (Atran, 2002: 204)

What enables adherence to norms, necessitates sanctions in the case of their vio-
lation, and guarantees their transmission from generation to generation, just as it
guarantees and reinforces the identity of the community? Among other mecha-
nisms, the answer may be rituals (Henrich, 2009, 2015b: 159-164). Rituals appear
to have a defining psychological effect on the members of a community by rein-
forcing personal bonds, mutual trust and awareness of group belonging (Henrich,
2015b: 159).%

When we speak about norms and rules, ethnographic research offers some
examples that render norms-bounded culture problematic. Scott Atran presented
an example of a “garden experiment”** (Atran, 2002; Atran et al., 2005). The
research team investigated three linguistically different groups inhabiting the
region of San José in Guatemala (department El Petén).*

The team focused on, among other things, the process of sharing specific infor-
mation,?® and they did not record any direct contact or any direct learning of
“content condensed”?’ norms or rules. According to Atran, the research study
did not confirm the proposed group selection and direct imitation or the transmis-
sion of norms concerning behavior (Atran, 2002: 222). Atran emphasized that, if
any “cultural models” are referred to, they are models arrived at purely on the
basis of an aggregation of results from the statistical measurement of individual
cognition and behavior, and not on the basis of an observation of specific, regu-
lated models with internal rules (Atran, 2002: 296). Atran’s example echoes old
objections to the concept of culture. That is, upon closer examination, clearly
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delineated units disappear, as do content-specific rules and even linguistic bound-
aries.”® Although it is difficult not to think about culture as something ahistorical
with a given cluster of characteristics, detailed observations have shown that there
is nothing to be considered the spine of a culture. There are rule-bound relations
that connect widely distributed strategies of behavior: “There are only family
resemblances to what is commonsensically referred to as ‘culture’ (or ‘religion’
or ‘science’), but no overarching or integrated structure” (Atran et al., 2005: 749).

What leads CES theoreticians to the trap that social anthropologists have
already recognized as a dead end? One potential reason is that they often use
selected examples that have already been construed as normative. This understand-
ing involves a vestige of anthropological functionalism as formulated by
Malinowski, under whose methodological perspective the Evans-Pritchard studies
of the Nuer (Dinka) were compiled. There was interest among colonial powers in
normatively formulated questions. The British were interested exclusively in the
rules to which the Nuer adhered, and in return, they demanded that the Nuer
adhere to these rules under threat of punishment. This demand led to a self-
fulfilling prophecy (Atran, 2002: 217-218). This situation is also related to exam-
ples that, in the majority of cases,” originate from the extensive database The
Human Relations Area Files — HRAF (beginning in 1949), the distinguished found-
ers of which included George Murdock. This compilation has been criticized
(Atran, 2002: 207-208) because it involves examples formulated in a functionalist
manner.®° It is thus unsurprising that Boyd and Richerson, as well as Wilson,
declared that a “random” sample of 25 groups out of a total of 700 selected
from HRAF supported the theory of norms and seclective group selection
(Atran, 2002: 209).

The second reason why these studies tempt us to see all-pervasive rules and
norms behind everything is the manner in which anthropologists are trained to ask
their questions; they always ask their respondents about the best possible behavior.
This tendency was manifestly the case for Mead, who was criticized by Freeman
(Freeman, 1983; Shankman, 2009). Ethnographers also guide their respondents to
formulate answers to questions that it would never occur to them to ask. It is
doubtful whether this tendency involves merely an explicit expression of implicitly
existing rules or a subsequent construction of reasons where none exist
(Haidt, 2012).

Nevertheless, is it not possible for religion to be a bearer of central norms
transmitted further within the process of selection, as seen, for example, by
Wilson (Wilson, 2003)? Even in this case, the situation does not seem especially
promising for the theory of group selection for a number of reasons.

Let us leave aside the regrettable fact that, in his inferences relating to Judaism,
Wilson drew from anti-Semitic sources (Atran, 2002: 230) and examine the formal
method of the use of the actual term “religion,” about which Wilson was wrong.

As noted by Colborne (Colborne, 2016), for the strategy of understanding
religions as buildings constructed from normative blocks (which is the basis of
group selection) to function for Wilson, he had to extend the term “religion” to all
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symbolic groupings (including politics, etc.). In Colborne’s view, Wilson commit-
ted errors here, which are evident upon a comparison of the use of this term
throughout the book; in particular, he uses this term in equivocally according to
his aim. He uses the term at times to denote something delineated in contrast to the
realm of the secular and at other times as a kind of symbolic system (Colborne,
2016: 6). Moreover, he also claims that some religious groups are religious, and
others are secular, indicating that some groups are “authentically” religious, and
others are not. This claim means that he uses the term religion in different, con-
flicted manners. If religion is a part of a general human symbolic capacity, it is
difficult to see it as something standing in opposition to being secular at the same
time. Further, what can render this capacity more or less “authentic”?

Upon first impression, religion may genuinely appear to be an excellent candi-
date for the essential binding agent of every society. How does Norenzayan’s
hypothesis of the “Big Gods” fit (Norenzayan, 2013)? He attempted to demon-
strate the hypothesis that only the existence of the “Big Gods” resolves the issue of
cooperation because they function as moral supervisors and then enable the estab-
lishment of large human communities. Whereas the “small gods” of local (primar-
ily hunter—gatherer) groups are essentially “ethically” inert, the “Big Gods” are
distinguished by their overseeing of human morality.*!

Would this hypothesis capture the idea of groups bound by rules that are sacred
and simultaneously what is prohibited (Norenzayan, 2013: 15)? Unfortunately,
here also, the situation does not appear auspicious for this notion. The conception
of “Big Gods” follows from a similar theory published by Swanson in the 1960s
(Atkinson et al., 2015: 266), which stated that, in all communities with a multi-
layered hierarchy, the existence of “Big Gods” (Swanson refers to them as “High
Gods”) is more probable. Swanson compiled a catalogue of 39 communities that
could have fulfilled both his hypothesis and the hypothesis later formulated by
Norenzayan. This catalogue was extended to a comparison of 168 communities
and their religions (Murdock and White, 1969) and extended again to 748 com-
munities (Murdock, 1967, 1981). If we overlook the methodological problem of the
comparison itself, we find that it is not possible to present a single community that
would confirm Norenzayan’s hypothesis without legitimate doubts. In all cases in
which it was possible to speak of Big Gods monitoring Big Groups, it was impos-
sible to exclude the influence of the missions of the Abrahamic monotheistic faiths.
It is therefore not clear whether “small gods™ first existed, followed by “Big Gods”
and subsequently Big Groups, as Norenzayan attempted to predict. Beyond the
Abrahamic faiths, the evidence that would support the hypothesis of the “Big
Gods for Big Groups,” and its complexity and coherence of norms are extremely
weak (Atkinson et al., 2015: 271).

The last problem relating to group selection is the question of to what the
evolutionary process and random selection should actually relate. The reason is
one we have already outlined, that “cultures and societies have no readily definable
external boundaries and because, internally, they have no systemically identifiable
structural functions” (Atran, 2002: 233-234). We can observe their growth,
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decline, and merging, but as soon as we wish to define them precisely, we encounter
insurmountable difficulties or unacceptable simplifications. If we speak about cul-
tures, it is, in fact, a simplification intended to present certain observations and
regularities to others in such a manner that the information is easily digestible
(Atran, 2002: 233-234). In this manner, we indicate where it is necessary to seek
information (Atran, 2002: 234): “They are not [cultures] the sorts of replicating
units of information, or even reliably blending clusters of information, that can be
objects of Darwinian selection” (Atran, 2002: 234). Furthermore, it does not
appear that anything exists within human behavior that could be explained only
with the aid of inter-group cultural selection (West et al., 2011). If we take a
detailed look at an analysis of evolutionary ideas and the errors that most fre-
quently arise in the way in which these ideas are understood, we undoubtedly note
that, in the case of coevolution, it is not a single meaning of this word that is
referred to but at least three meanings (West et al., 2011: 248, 253): (a) selection
leading to the selection of cultural traits that increase the stability of the given
group/culture — its “fitness”; (b) selection that occurs on a number of levels (the
levels of the individual and the group); and (c) the actual competition of groups
directly. However, society is such that various overlaps occur, with argumentation
for one type of selection by means of another. Furthermore, no formalization
exists that would enable the demonstration of the function and necessity of such
selection (West et al., 2011: 248). As West et al. noted, “what forms of cultural
mechanisms would be favored by genetic selection, and how would these influence
selection for cooperation?” (West et al., 2011: 253). Attempts at formalization have
so far proven to be incomplete and inconsistent (Gardner and Grafen, 2009; West
et al., 2008).

This issue relates also to norms and rules, which do not represent fixed and
determined “iron laws” that are handed down and represent integral social units in
such a manner as to determine or otherwise establish an understanding of the
world (Atran, 2002: 234). As Atran noted, in the best case, norms represent ref-
erence points that repeatedly return to assist in orientation within the framework
of social communication and coordination (Atran, 2002: 234). What tempts us to
understand cultures as units and norms as building blocks around which these
wholes are constructed is nothing more than a vague intuition. However, to con-
struct a theoretical concept from this cognitive fallacy is groundless and, at the
very least, misleading.

I have examined the objections and aspects of critique raised against the CES
form of cultural explanation that have been raised primarily by anthropologists.

In conclusion, I make an argument as to why one should remain skeptical
regarding the “redemption” of the explanatory utility of the concept of culture.

Conclusion

The original, rejected conception of culture was reinvigorated by Cultural
Evolutionary Science (CES). The notion of coevolution, as formulated by Boyd
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and Richerson, as well as others, promised a means of using this term in an
explanatory manner. However, new questions have arisen.

We have seen that some advocates of coevolution have advanced this idea with
the theory of group selection. I believe that this trend presents the following
possibilities.

1. In the case of the idea of coevolution, in which the concept of random selection
is absent, the use of the term “culture” remains unchanged, as we left it follow-
ing the critique of this term in the 1980s. Despite necessary and beneficial
enhancement, as well as the interconnection of cultural research studies with
evolutionary, cognitive and neuroscience studies, this possibility represents a set
of traits to which it is not necessary to attribute any specific causal power.

2. A second possibility reckons not only with coevolution but also with group
selection. In this case, it would mean that an explanatory role returns to culture
because we could view culture in the plural, not only as adaptation mechanisms
transmitted via nongenetic means but also as important units among which
selection and replication occur. The concept of culture would thus return in
its full force, supported by the results of evolutionary theory, as well as by
cognitive and neuroscientific research studies.

However, for reliable use of the idea of cultural evolution, it would be necessary
to use a more persuasive model to be able distinguish the stochastic drift of cultural
features and the Red Queen model from cultural selection.

Another problem connected with the whole program of CES — from the social
anthropological point of view — is its inevitable vagueness in the “middle ground”
that is particularly in the anthropological interest. CES theories are usually based
on high-level models that are connected with the models of individual cognition.
The connection with the ethnography in “between” is missing. Driscoll (2018)
argues that this missing part is not a disadvantage for CES because its interest is
separate from the interests of social scientists. I believe that the aspirations of CES
are bigger than that. It appears to me that there is a logical move to fulfill the
theoretical space abandoned by cultural anthropology after a critique of the con-
cept of culture during the 1990s. CES propagators would like to connect their
explanatory models with ethnography as well (Slingerland and Collard, 2011).
I share the concern of Fracchia and Lewonting (Fracchia and Lewontin, 1999,
2005) that Driscoll (2018) tried to dismiss, and I believe that I have proven CES’s
theoretical aspiration for incorporating cultural ethnography under CES.

Nevertheless, the theoretical connection is still missing; therefore, CES theories
and models appear to the majority of social anthropologists as being too general or
as “counting cats in Zanzibar.” Again, I would not claim it hopeless to continue to
attempt to improve cultural evolutionary theories. Nevertheless, many of recent
examples provided by pan-selectionists are in fact unpersuasive from the perspec-
tive of social anthropology and unfortunately have yet to establish their theoretical
legitimacy for bridging the understanding of changes in human societies.
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Thus, the second of these possibilities arguing for group selection remains
undemonstrated and, in fact, prone to a certain type of cognitive wishful thinking.
Culture, it appears, remains an approximate concept that can provide a quick
orientation. Otherwise — from the perspective of the social sciences, such as eth-
nography, cultural anthropology and history — culture remains an unredeemed
concept in terms of its explanatory power.
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Notes

1. Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn (Kroeber and Kluckhohn, 1952) identified 164
definitions of culture. To avoid the risk of losing track of the most important parts of
the presented issue, I reduce the concepts of culture to a smaller number according to
their key characteristics.

2. To avoid being unjust to Boas and his pupils, it is necessary to emphasize that an
important motivation for Boas’s critique of the “biologisation” of culture was the pre-
dominant view of heredity from the natural sciences, which we currently refer to as
racism (Stocking, 1966).

3. Geertz’s position was in the moderate line of methodological individualism. Culture was
not reduced to the beliefs and desires of individuals. Conversely, it understands culture
as the interaction of individuals, indicating that culture was not postulated as any kind
of specific metaphysical entity (Geertz, 1973; Risjord, 2012; Shankman et al., 1984).

4. There also are many anthropologists who have been encouraged by post-modern phi-
losophy to perform different types of experiments, mostly avoiding traditional ethno-
graphic approaches (Fisher, 2009). I am leaving this kind of theoretical move aside
because it generates a specific cluster of problems that I do not have space to
address here.

S. There are a great number of theoretical approaches to the idea of cultural evolution.
With a certain degree of simplification, I reduce these approaches to three, following
Lewens and Driscoll (Driscoll, 2017, 2018; Lewens, 2017).

6. Lewens calls them “kinetic” (Lewens, 2015: 16, 2017)
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7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

18.

Lewens recognized both theories as practically identical (Lewens, 2017). Driscoll, in
contrast, saw them as different theories (Driscoll, 2017). I use dual-inheritance theory
and gene-culture coevolution as synonyms.

One of the last distinguished adherents of the theory of memes is Daniel Dennett
(Dennett, 1990).

This weakness is manifested by the inability to influence social scientific theories substan-
tially (Bentley and Hahn, 2011; Lansing et al., 2008; Premo, 2014; Stiner and Kuhn, 2016).
In general, these models presuppose two evolutionary forces: one a selective force oper-
ating on group-level traits and the second operating on individual level traits (Driscoll,
2017: 5-6).

Many models of cultural evolution that cannot be nested in any easy way (Fracchia and
Lewontin, 1999; Ingold, 2007; Lewens, 2015: 22). Some of them overlap, such as
Extended Evolutionary Synthesis (EES), which also includes cultural niche models
and group-level evolution of human culture.

Cognitive experiments have confirmed that children are intuitively capable of under-
standing who a successful performer of a certain activity is within a group and therefore
whom it is beneficial to imitate (Legare and Nielsen, 2015; Legare and Harris, 2016;
Legare et al., 2015).

Several models are designed to grasp this issue, and they are included under the heading of
a cultural niche. The idea of a cultural niche is that some animals can transform selection
pressure and modify it by creating an environment that can be passed to their offspring or
members of their population in non-genetic manners (Boyd et al., 2011; Buskes, 2013;
Derex and Boyd, 2015; Driscoll, 2017; Fuentes, 2016; Laland and O’Brien, 2011).

An interesting ritual is that of the consumption of dead bodies by the Indian Aghori clan.
See https://youtu.be/ GEpJdHS1pVO0.

An example is ritual dances with bodies at repeated burials, which we can witness in
Madagascar (see https://youtu.be/UmWPkSDwtVI), the eating of deer excrement,
which is common among certain groups of Inuits, or the eating of digested nuts col-
lected by the Hadza from baboon excrement (Marlowe, 2010; Wrangham, 2009).

This variety of evolution is documented, for example, in the ability to drink milk even in
adulthood versus the incidence of lactose intolerance within certain groups. In places
where, over the long term, society has had no available technique for removing lactose
from milk, there has been persistent pressure on the human biological makeup that led
to changes resulting in the ability to digest lactose.

Discussed within a variety of cultural niche models.

Henrich sought both ethnographic and historical documents in support of this hypothesis.
He presented the case of an Inuit group that lost a large number of members due to an
epidemic, primarily those with the highest authority (i.c., those with the most accumulated
cultural knowledge). The group did not cease to decrease in size and progressively lost
further knowledge. In addition to this example from ethnography, Henrich presented both
his own experiments and experiments conducted by Maxim Derex (Henrich, 2015b: 213—
214). Henrich demonstrated relatively convincingly that, with the possibility of a broader
shared cultural environment, rapid development of knowledge and skills occurs.

In the case of an evolutionary process based on random selection, (a) the number of
reproducing individuals ideally grows exponentially; (b) individuals battle for limited
resources; (c) errors occur at random; and (d) any of these random errors is demon-
strated to be successful in its replication, which is accumulated and becomes dominant.
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19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

217.
28.

29.

Richerson et al. (2016) objected to Pinker’s assertions. Lewens (2015) also argued in
favor of Richerson’s objections. The remaining controversies of cultural group selection
are explained in detail in (Alock, 2017; Andersson and Read, 2016; Burton-Chellew, El
Mouden and West, 2017; Krasnow and Delton, 2016). I find their objections plausible.
Even mate choice and distributions of baby names, which have been considered possible
examples of cultural selection that work for cultural fitness, are consistent with a neutral
model and do not differ from the expectations of a model of stochastic choice (Lansing
and Cox, 2011: 107-108). Pan-selectionists have a tendency to exaggerate some chosen
cultural examples.

There is ongoing debate regarding how serious the Red Queen effect is. The most
interesting objection, called the Court Jester hypothesis, was formulated by Anthony
Barnosky (Barnosky, 2001). Nevertheless, the Red Queen effect remains a topic of
ongoing debate.

Therefore, two old speculations gradually appeared in new evolutionary attire. The first
is Hegel’s speculation about culture, which is in opposition to the vision of the
Enlightenment philosophers, who understood culture as a set of vestiges. In contrast,
Hegel characterized culture as a penetrating wisdom that transcends individuals and
guides them to act — the range and hidden rationality of which cannot be perceived by
the individual (Gellner, 1999). We have seen this definition in its full scope in Henrich.
Culture reaches its fullness only through the connection of individuals because it is not
only a connection of subjects but also a collective, super-organic whole — a collective
brain that is decisive. Cultures thus offer solutions that are persistent, operate with a
latent causality and are wiser than the individual. The idea of the rivalry of cultures was
also present in Hegel, leading to a more expansive, sophisticated and valuable cul-
ture succeeding.

Although not mentioned directly, it appears that we are arriving at religion as a fun-
damental element of community. See below.

The term “garden experiment” is borrowed from biology. If members of the same
species have a different phenotype in a different environment, then samples are
obtained, and all of them are transplanted into an identical environment. If differences
persist, these differences may involve a genetically determined difference (two different
genotypes). If the differences disappear, then these differences are caused by environ-
ment (one genotype with two phenotypes) (Atran, 2002: 217-218).

The Lowland Maya (Itza’), Maya (Q’eqchi’, immigrants from the neighboring high-
lands — Department Alta Verapaz) and the Ladinos (Spanish-speaking immigrants)
(Atran, 2002: 219; Atran et al., 2005: 754-766)

(a) the biodiversity, biomass, and composition of soil in the different areas of the
inhabited and exploited forest; (b) mental models of relationships among flora, fauna
and humans; and (c) statistical relationships between (a) and (b) (Atran, 2002: 219;
Atran et al., 2005: 754-766).

In the sense of Geertz’s “thick description”.

An example of linguistically blurred boundaries is provided by the Navajo and Apache
tribes, who share a language and live in neighboring areas but do not share a cultural
strategy. Among other factors, the Navajo adopted mountain agriculture, whereas the
Apache fluctuated between agriculture and a hunter-gathering way of life. In other
respects as well, these peoples represent different ways of life.

It is necessary to note that this situation does not apply in Henrich’s case.
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30. In fact, supporters of CES are aware of this problem. They already started a new project
called the Database of Religious History (DRH) that is designed to replace HRAF and
other sources. Nevertheless, when they introduced this project they called it “Durkheim
with data” (Slingerland and Sullivan, 2017), evoking the idealistic understanding of
culture that is part of my argument.

31. Thus, an adapted form of Durkheim’s notion concerning the central role of religious
rituals, which encapsulates the reference points of the entire community, returns,
enhanced by our conception of cultural evolution and group selection (Bloch, 2012;
Norenzayan, 2015).
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