Study Questions for Consilience Chapter 9

The overall goal of this chapter is to outline some of the weaknesses of the methods of inquiry in the social sciences and to recommend solutions to those weaknesses by looking at the methods used in the natural sciences. Though Wilson admits that bridging the gap between the natural sciences and the social sciences is quite daunting, he believes we should try rather than throw our hands up and say that the problem is intractable.

1) What do researchers in the medical sciences do better than those in the social sciences, thus leading to quicker progress?

2) What is the paradox of the social sciences that is mentioned on page 183?

3) What are some examples Wilson cites that show that social scientists have paid little attention to the foundations of human nature?

4) Why is it important to consider biological and psychological bases when studying social science?

5) Why did cultural relativism gain popularity in the 1960s and 1970s?

6) What unites humanity and why is this an important question?

7) What were the contradictory goals of the American Anthropological Association?

8) Are sociologists concerned with the behavior of individuals? Should they be?

9) What is SSSM?

10) What is the difference between hermeneutics and epistemology?

11) Summarize the perspectives of the sociologist, anthropologist, primatologist and sociobiologist on page 190-1.

12) Why is the biological influence on human behavior controversial?

13) What are four bridges between social science and natural science in place?

14) Why are the environmental sciences important for the connection between social science and natural science?

15) What does, "behavior is guided by epigenetic rules" mean?

16) What are examples of things we all do (most of the time) due to epigenetic rules?

17) What is the point of the italicized text on pages 194-5?

18) Describe the three eras of the study of economics.

19) What are the weaknesses of modern economic theory according to Wilson?

20) What are some key macroeconomic questions that concern society that we can't answer yet?

21) What four qualities do scientists look for in a theory?

22) Why do evolutionary biologists not yet have predictive power?

23) What has impeded the predictive power of economists?

24) What advance did Gary Becker make in economics?

25) Why is it bad to accept folk psychology?

26) What are some studies from psychology and biology that suggest certain generalizations about utility?

27) Explain the rational choice theory. What are some problems with it?

28) What is a heuristic?

29) Give two examples of where human approximation of probabilities and computation are often incorrect.

30) What should we press on as if the pessimistic philosophers of science are wrong?

