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lative review discusses fourteen monographs and 
edited volumes published in German and English.1 
This review discusses works published mostly be-
tween 2009 and 2011 and can be taken as an up-
date to an earlier review in this journal (Antweiler 
2005). My aim is three-fold: (1) to discover cross-
cutting issues and results in a fragmented field of re-
search; (2) to present some recent German language 
scholarship to English-speaking readers; and (3) to 
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On Cultural Evolution

A Review of Current Research toward  
a Unified Theory of Societal Change

Christoph Antweiler

Darwin’s 200th birthday and the 150th anniversa-
ry of his “Origins” are gone, but the proliferation 
of books inspired by Darwin goes on. This cumu-
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connect the titles reviewed to other relevant works 
published mainly since the 1990s (see references). 
What are the main topics studied currently in evo-
lutionary theorizing about culture, cultures, and so-
cietal change? What are the main theories used in 
recent studies? Which are the main open questions 
within current debate and the main issues worthy of 
study theoretically and even empirically? 

There are some basic questions which should be 
addressed by evolutionary theories of culture and 
cultural change. Which of the elements of the hu-
man capacity for culture (and the human dependence 
on culture) can be demonstrated in other primates? 
How did these capacities evolve as adaptations? 
What does adaptation mean on the level of changing 
societies? How should we measure cultural change 
and what are fundamental societal changes? How 
can we understand the observed directionality of 
macro-societal change in human history? How to 
explain innovation and how is complexity main-
tained and transmitted? Do evolutionary approach-
es provide an alternative to traditional theories of 
society and social change, such as action or system 
theories? If such theories shall be truly “evolution-
ary,” they should say something about mechanisms 
in cultural evolution and relate them to Darwin’s 
model, to the Neo-Darwinian synthesis, or to a gen-
eralized model of evolution, where the evolution of 
organisms and societies are only examples.

Nature, Culture, and Another Unique Species?

I will start with a book readable for the layman, pri-
matologist Sarah Blaffer-Hrdy’s (2010) recent vol-
ume on mothering and it’s evolutionary effects. Her 
work is concentrated on the specific human capac-
ity of metacognition and empathy. She presents eth-
nographic material on empathy and cooperative re-
lations among humans and other primates. Hrdy 
locates the origin of social relations and societal 
institutions in collective breeding and mothering 
by mothers and others (sisters, brothers, and other 
trusted people). Human infants had to develop skills 
to attract the attention of their caregivers. This trig-
gered the evolution of social intelligence and espe-
cially the competence of mind reading from ges-
tures. Hrdy knows not only her primatology but also 
is aware of results from palaeoanthropology and 
cultural anthropology. She presents us a dynamic 
view of the role of females in human evolution. The 
book already resulted in a wave of scientific work 
as well as many trade books which stress the more 
human side of humanity. I recommend Hrdy’s book 
because it presents an interesting thesis peppered 

with a lot of empirical observations and comes in 
a very readable prose. The book is better than most 
of the derivative books on the positive capacities of 
humans now on the market.

Three recent edited volumes are concentrat-
ed on the implications of evolutionary theory for 
our worldview and specifically for the understand-
ing of the conditio humana. The volume edited by 
Volker Gerhardt and Julian Nida-Rümelin (2010) is 
concerned with evolution in nature and culture and 
specially the different forms of transmission of in-
formation between generations. Edited by two phi-
losophers it contains fourteen articles mainly by 
philosophers, but aims explicitly at an integration 
of perspectives and thus brings in also insights from 
the biosciences and the humanities. Topics covered 
are broad, ranging from the relation of humanism to 
naturalisms and the specifics of tool use in humans 
vs. other primates to enhancement and the problems 
of using evolutionary scenarios in palaeoanthro-
pology. A specific aspect, more covered here than 
in comparable volumes is coevolution, e.g., in the 
case of evolving human dietary niches. The anthol-
ogy is a result of one of the few long-standing ef-
forts to study humans via an institutionalized coop-
eration between colleagues from different scientific 
cultures, the “Humanprojekt. Interdisziplinäre An-
thropologie”. This is a project of the Berlin-Bran-
denburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften. This 
institution published already other important vol-
umes on humanity, e.g., a collection of twenty, spe-
cially commissioned short essays on the definition 
of humans (Ganten et al. 2008; for a more histori-
cally oriented interdisciplinary project on humanity 
and humanism cf. Rüsen 2010). 

Jochen Oehler’s (2010) collection takes the issue 
of implications of evolution for our current view of 
humanity explicitly into account. Contributors ask 
for the scope and relevance of the evolutionary para-
digm. This collection is more biologically inclined 
than the above mentioned one, but presents also 
views from other scientific fields such as physics, 
sociology, political science, psychology, and even 
literary studies. Throughout the 21 essays we find 
topics relevant for any cultural anthropology and 
philosophical anthropology informed by biologi-
cal theories. Some of the more specialized contri-
butions are on the evolution of language, beauty, 
and religiosity. The specific strength of these two 
volumes compared to similar collections are contri-
butions on basics of evolutionary theorizing. There 
are, e.g., pieces on general principles of naturalis-
tic explanations, the chances and limits of an evolu-
tionary explanation of cultural entities, and on evo-
lutionary-minded theories of history. 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2012-1-217 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.216.103, am 04.03.2026, 02:12:47. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0257-9774-2012-1-217


Berichte und Kommentare

Anthropos  107.2012

219

The volume edited by Helmut Müller (2010) 
presents 14 essays mainly by theologians and phi-
losophers. They are supplemented by contributions 
from other fields, e.g., by a physicist, a music scien-
tist, and a journalist. Many of the essays are specifi-
cally concerned with the relation of evolutionistic 
theory vs. an approach via the “Geisteswissenschaf-
ten” (humanities) or approaches from a believer’s 
perspective. Some articles are dealing with the evo-
lution of the capacity for culture. Other pieces dis-
cuss the evolutionary bases of aesthetics, music, and 
archetypical symbols, universally found across hu-
man societies. A continuous question is whether hu-
mans are inclined to believe in supernatural beings. 
The tenor of several articles, especially in a con-
tribution by Ulrich Lüke, is positive. The three an-
thologies complement each other well and are all 
very well edited technically. All three have indexes 
and Gerhardt and Nida-Rümelin’s volume even has 
separate name and topical indexes, which sadly is 
not the rule for edited volumes in German language. 

Matt Rossano’s book (2010) is included in this 
review as an especially interesting example of a 
nowadays well-known genre of books on the evo-
lutionary roots of religion. The author is an evolu-
tionary psychologist and sees religion as a means 
of adaptation. His aim is to complement the exist-
ing evolutionary approaches, such as commitment 
theories, cognitive approaches, ecological theories, 
performance approaches, and experiential theo-
ries. Rossano sees religion primarily as a means of 
relating to the world around us and to build rela-
tionships to social partners as well as to supernatu-
ral beings. One indication for this is that the brain 
seems to treat religious experience as a social en-
counter. He argues that religion fosters the adapta-
tion of individuals as well as social groups. Reli-
gion is good for the mental and physical health of 
individuals and religion functions to enhance coor-
dination and cohesion of social collectives. Social 
rituals are central for this. The specific contribution 
of this book to the research on the evolution of re-
ligiosity lies in a tightly argued long-term scenario. 
The author carefully uses a theory and data from pa-
laeoanthropology, archeology, ecological anthropol-
ogy, and religious studies. According to Rossano, 
religion emerged about 500,000 years ago with the 
evolution of the capacity to dance and sing, which 
made social rituals possible. These collective ritu-
als could emotionalize larger groups of people. Af-
ter the emergence of anatomically modern humans 
around 100,000 years, the history of religion was 
punctuated by the effects of a volcanic eruption and 
a global ecological crisis about 70,000 years ago. 
The crisis resulted in unprecedented levels of co-

operation between groups and an expanded imag-
ination forming the supernatural layer of religios-
ity among the survivors. This period thus saw the 
emergence of two specific modes of religiosity. The 
later chapters revolve around the capacity of reli-
gion to increase morality within groups as well as 
aversion against others. Another topic discussed is 
the question whether religiosity may still be adap-
tive in modern societies. Rossano manages to cover 
a lot of terrain in just a little over 200 pages of text. 
This is possible because of a clear writing style and 
a masterful organization of the argument.

Evolutionary Societal Change: Critique,  
the Micro-Macro-Problem, and the “Web of Life”

Evolutionary theory is not very prominent, neither 
in sociology nor in social anthropology or cultural 
anthropology nowadays, even if there were some 
recent collections that appeared since the early 
1990s.2 Thus three thoughtful volumes by sociol-
ogists come in handy. Stephan Müller (2010) dis-
cusses the explanatory core of explicitly Darwinian 
notions of social change. His leading thesis is: “Dar-
winian” explanations are either strictly analogous 
to Darwinian theory (and then quite unrealistic as a 
model for social change) or they are modified to fit 
the empirical realities of cultural evolution (and re-
sulting in models no more Darwinian at all). They 
either fail because of the specifics of social change 
or lose their evolutionary character. He scrutinizes 
rigorously seven approaches and I can only state 
some of his critiques here. The meme concept suf-
fers from the fact that it does not separate genotype 
and phenotype and thus conflates replicator and ve-
hicle. Furthermore, meme theorists would not re-
alize that the copier has to produce action patterns 
firstly before acting. The meme model is not the 
mechanic model like Darwin’s and in the end of 
the day meme theory only describes social change. 
Robert Boyd and Peter Richerson’s dual inheritance 
theory is Lamarckian as it allows for an intentional 
preselection of variants. This holds even more with 
the model of Tom Burns and Thomas Dietz, who 
propose rules as the basic units of cultural evolu-
tion. Variation and transmission are not clearly sep-
arated and all that remains from a Darwinian model 
are the very terms variation, selection, and trans-
mission. 

  2	 But see, e.g., the collections edited by Ingold (1991); Rambo 
and Gillogly (1991); Antweiler and Adams (1991); Feinman 
and Manzanilla (2000); Goudsblom and Wilterdink (2000); 
Schelkle et al. (2000); Wheeler et al. (2002); Meleghy und 
Niedenzu (2003); and Niedenzu et al. (2008).
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Müller also discusses Walter G. Runciman, who 
proposes practices as the basic units of cultural evo-
lution. According to Müller, this approach suffers 
from not separating practices from memes. Further-
more, Runciman does not realize that practices (like 
memes) are underdetermined as regards their mean-
ing (but see now Runciman 2009). Müller argues 
that the incorporation should not be conceived as 
a mere storage process. Everyday action is always 
adapted to the social and environmental context and 
thus there is a variation of practices in the very act 
of acting. As Müller sees it, the assumption of blind 
variation is one of the main reasons for the failure 
of Darwinian models. 

Stephen Toulmin’s model of the evolution of 
ideas fares a little better since it allows for several 
forms of evolution, where variation and selection 
are coupled or decoupled. Niklas Luhmann tries do 
combine an abstract Darwinian algorithm with an 
explanation of the rise of specifically modern soci-
eties. He separates variation, selection, and “resta-
bilization”, as he calls it, and this allows a plau-
sible model of blind evolution. The problem here 
lies in the underlying assumptions of (Luhmann’s 
specific form of) systems theorizing where actors 
are not really relevant. This inevitably leads to a to-
tal watering of the meaning of “evolution.” The last 
approach scrutinized is the integrative concept by 
Peter Kappelhoff. This approach combines systems 
theory with a rational-choice approach and interpre-
tive sociology. Evolutionary processes are seen as 
ways of learning and problem-solving. Thus Kap
pelhoff conceives even individual learning as an 
evolutionary process and conflates the trial-and-er-
ror mechanism with evolution. Other problems are 
his fuzzy concept of “adaptive rationality” and the 
assumption that interactor and replicator have to 
be separate units to make a process an evolution-
ary one. Müller argues that in social evolution the 
functions often are separable but without being lo-
cated in separable units. In the end, Müller sees this 
combined approach as a hodgepodge of incompat-
ible elements. Müller has done a good job in detect-
ing weak aspects of current approaches that should 
be discussed intensively. Furthermore, he stresses 
a cardinal point, the separation of variation and se-
lection. But in view of this reviewer he is too con-
centrated on a sparse model of Darwinism as well 
as too focused on units and “blindness.” The reality 
of cultural evolution probably calls for a family of 
mini-models and the real question might be, wheth-
er cultural evolution is more Darwinian or neo-Dar-
winian (Mesodi 2011). 

Müller’s book could be read together with a book 
by Hendrik Wortmann (2010), which is densely ar-

gued but written in a very clear style. He asks what 
added value evolutionary theorizing has to offer as 
regards explanation of processes of societal change. 
He begins by showing the multiplicity of Darwin’s 
theories (sic!). Thus, Darwin’s model consists of 
phylogenesis, anagenesis via selection, speciation, 
gradual change, historical diversification and the 
ecological “web of life,” the latter often being for-
gotten. Wortmann then reconstructs Donald Camp-
bell’s paradigm of variation, selection and reten-
tion (cf. Campbell 1965) systematically. He shows 
that Campbell was especially important in driving 
the attention away from developmentally oriented 
phase models. The central insight of Campbell is 
that there may be autonomous spheres of evolution 
if we have different conditions – like in organic evo-
lution proper. Campbell’s tripartite approach is an-
alyzed in the way it was used by Karl E. Weick in 
organization studies and by Luhmann in his auto-
poietic model. The main innovation of Luhmann is 
his reformulation of retention as “restabilization.” 
He makes this the central instance of forming oth-
erness, as a mechanism of separation (analogous to 
genetic incompatibility). Nevertheless, Luhmann’s 
approach is rightly diagnosed as more ontogentic 
than phylogenetic, but it might be also considered 
as a contribution to an abstract theory of selection. 
The most important contribution Wortmann makes 
is that he highlights the ecological aspect. In this 
light he reconstructs several approaches which mod-
el populations of forms (e.g., of humans, strategies, 
cultural patterns, organizations) as an object of se-
lective forces in an environment. The approaches 
analyzed are meme theory, human behavioral ecolo-
gy, evolutionary psychology, dual-inheritance theo-
ry, and Runciman’s evolutionary sociology. Despite 
their differences all these approaches are more influ-
enced by the “Modern Synthesis” than by Darwin’s 
earlier work. Instead of aiming at complex ontol-
ogies like Luhmann they are more gene-oriented, 
population-minded, and aiming at specific models 
using simple assumptions. Wortmann ends with a 
chapter on the Chicago school of sociology. This 
is especially interesting since the author reveals the 
ecological dimension often overlooked in other ap-
proaches to social change. Wortmann shows that a 
central lacuna in current evolutionary social theory 
is a counterpart/equivalent to Darwin’s concept of 
speciation. The author concludes that the explana-
tory potential of evolutionary theory has not been 
fully realized in social theory yet. 

Wortmann and Müller’s books can be used as 
a complement to an earlier volume by Christian 
Schmidt-Wellenburg (2005). This author brings 
evolutionary theorizing and classic sociological 
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work on social change into dialogue. In order to re-
veal the core of the Neo-Darwinian paradigm he 
discusses two very different models, the well known 
theory by Luhmann and the lesser known by Runci-
man. Luhmann’s theory is about self-related com-
municative systems whereas Runciman’s approach 
is oriented toward the societal effects of individu-
al actions. The first chapter gives a succinct out-
line of the evolutionary approach of social change 
as a research program, exemplified in the work of 
Spencer, Marx, Morgan, Durkheim, Weber, and in 
neoevolutionism of Parsons. The main point here is 
that “evolutionary” theories, using ontogenetic de-
velopment analogies, were blocking truly selection-
istic theory-building for a long time (cf. Greenwood 
1984). Then the models of Luhmann and Runciman 
are surveyed each for their neo-Darwinian compo-
nents. A problem analyzed by this author more than 
most others is the relation between the macro level 
of societal change and the micro level of Darwin-
ian mechanisms and their respective connection to 
a middle level. This meso level is filled with differ-
entiation and structures of communication in Luh-
mann’s theory, whereas it is filled with power distri-
bution, roles, and especially practices in Runciman’s 
approach. This allows Schmidt-Wellenburg to locate 
the role of chance as a core element between the mi-
cro and macro levels. This links to the openness of 
evolutionary processes where the mechanisms are 
context-sensitive. These characteristics leave soci-
eties only path-dependent and show evolutionary 
stages (the “ladder”) as having a merely inductive 
character. This would open the way for a view of 
societies as existing in a (partially) self-canalized 
space of limited possibilities for their trajectory. 

Directionality and Cumulative Sociocultural 
Evolution 

In a very tightly argued book Kate Distin (2011) 
discusses the origin and the further development of 
human cultural capacities as well as the emergence 
of cultural diversity. The author is specifically con-
cerned with the question why human cultural evo-
lution is so cumulative compared to the change in 
other primate societies. She concentrates on lan-
guage and cognition and is specifically on our abili-
ties to think about how we think (meta-representa-
tion). Distin argues to a considerable extent along 
the lines of meme theorists, but she does it in a very 
careful and distinctive way. Her main point is that 
language and extracorporeal storage of information 
expands the limits of individual cognition consider-
ably. The storage in artifacts, script, mathematical 

notation, cartography, and music is crucial, because 
these “artifactual languages” allow an information 
storage more durable, accurate and sizeable than in-
dividual brains. Due to the many misunderstandings 
and the misapplications of Dawkin’s approach she 
couches her argument largely in non-meme terms. 
Distin stresses that receivers should get more atten-
tion in evolutionary transmission models. Receivers 
have to have the capacity to understand the messag-
es. They can share information only if they are bio-
logically prepared to learn specific languages. She 
also elaborates on a topic often sidestepped in cur-
rent theories of social change: barriers. The spread 
of cultural variations is often restricted by species-
like barriers and results in tree-like cultural phylog-
enies. Distin exemplifies her argument by many em-
pirical examples and one extended case. Her main 
example for an evolutionary significant artifactual 
language is money. One of the main sources of Dis-
tin is archaeological theory and data (cf. the cogni-
tive archaeological approach by, e.g., Coolidge and 
Wynn 2009). 

Archaeologist Stephan Shennan (2009) edited a 
collection which is by far the most technical of the 
books presented here. The volume is a result of a 
2005 conference of the “AHRC Centre for the Evo-
lutionary Analysis of Cultural Behavior,” an organi-
zation founded in 2001. The contributors are mainly 
archaeologists, behavioral ecologists, and palaeo-
anthropologists. The very perceptive introduction 
and 21 articles aim to provide examples of evolu-
tionary theorizing combined with using material re-
mains as an empirical testing ground for such theo-
ries. The contributions are structured in three parts, 
the first on cultural transmission (mainly) in mate-
rial culture, the second on the testing of evolution-
ary hypotheses (mainly on innovation and diffusion 
in technology), and the third on social evolution. 
This last section contains articles ranging from the 
evolution of human brain size correlated to soci-
etal complexity, marriage practices, prestige goods, 
and warfare to the emergence of social hierarchies. 
This collection clearly shows the usefulness of evo-
lution as an integrating paradigm for a broad anthro-
pology. Furthermore, and probably more important, 
many contributions demonstrate how useful at least 
some of theoretical approaches (e.g., dual-inheri-
tance theories) and formal models (clustering) are 
for empirical research on material culture and hu-
man-environment-relations. The combined breadth 
and depth of most of the contributions makes it a 
fascinating book. But they make also clear, that the 
term “evolution” should not be used for any form of 
long-term change (for examples cf. Bowler 2003). 
Otherwise the specifics of evolution as a process and 
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the character of evolutionary explanations as a spe-
cific form of historical explanation might get lost. 

Prehistorian Hermann Müller-Karpe’s (2010) 
book is thematically close to Shennan’s but located 
on another star as regards assumptions, scope, and 
intended readership. This is a small volume aimed 
at the general audience. The book explicitly starts 
from a religious assumption, arguing against purely 
naturalistic views and for the uniqueness of humans. 
The title translates as “Awakening in Stone Age,” 
the main topics being the onset of human cogni-
tive capacity, the beginnings of art, and the basis of 
religious belief in the palaeolithic period. The au-
thor wants to demolish the popular image of Stone 
Age humans as the raw beings. The author com-
bines a short and informative essay on human evolu-
tion with several fictive but scientifically based Le-
bensbilder. The author is fully conscious about the 
limits of such scenarios but he wants to counter the 
Lebensbilder found in mass in the media. In these 
descriptions he stresses the high state of capacities 
of early humans. Even if one does not follow Mül-
ler-Karpe’s Christian stance, he has produced an in-
formative book. Furthermore, he found an elegant 
way to present scientific findings and complex ar-
gumentations for the layman. I stress this because 
there are good German language trade books by ar-
chaeologists and prehistorians but almost none from 
the field of cultural anthropology. 

Towards a Generalized Evolutionary Theory?

Many of the volumes thus far mentioned contain 
ideas of a generalized model of evolution. The main 
question is whether we can think of a model of evo-
lutionary processes which is independent of the spe-
cific instances and materials of Darwinian evolution 
(see already Cziko 1995). This is the main thrust 
of Gerhard Schurz’s (2011) monograph. The author 
sets his argument in a broad context. After a his-
torical outline of the emancipation of evolutionary 
theory from metaphysical-cum-normative concepts 
he presents firstly the current state of the “Modern 
Synthesis.” Three chapters argue then against strict 
creationists, liberal creationists, and theologians and 
also cover the anthropic principle. The core of the 
book begins with part 2, where Schurz lays out a 
general theory of evolution in detail. Schurz differ-
entiates the main elements of the evolution of hu-
man person’s (individual evolution), the evolution 
of societies (cultural evolution), and the evolution of 
organisms (biological evolution). Thus, organismic 
evolution and sociocultural evolution are conceived 
as two special cases of a general process. Part 3 pre

sents a detailed model of cultural evolution begin-
ning with a careful reconstruction of meme theory, 
criticizing it as a distinct/separate science (memet-
ics) but aimed at working out the important core. He 
then discusses sociobiology and mechanisms of cul-
tural reproduction, cultural variation, forms of cul-
tural selection, and frequency-dependant selection. 
Furthermore, we are given exemplary applications 
of evolutionary cultural theory, such as Diamond’s 
scenarios, and the author explains the interactions 
between cultural, biotic, and individual evolution. A 
fourth part discusses mathematical basics, e.g., pop-
ulation dynamics and theoretical models of a gen-
eralized evolution theory, such as directional selec-
tion and evolutionary game theory. The last part of 
Schurz’s dense book is in the evolution of co-oper-
ation, moral, cognition worldviews, and religious 
beliefs. This reviewer thinks that such a general ap-
proach to evolution is an alternative to models argu-
ing via so-called analogies. Analogies, in the strict 
sense, are not some general similarities but specific 
similarities or a specific “sameness” between basi-
cally different entities or phenomena. One could ar-
gue that there are specific analogies in the mecha-
nisms or the course of noncultural and sociocultural 
evolution, despite their profound difference. 

Werner Patzelt’s edited volume (2007) appeared 
already some time ago but needs to be mentioned 
here because of its special orientation and the sheer 
quality of the contributions. This is a collection cen-
tered on the long-term change of institutions. Patzelt 
wants to reveal evolutionary methods and theories 
to historically oriented social scientists and specifi-
cally to colleagues in the field of the science of pol-
itics. Thus, compared to other volumes, historical 
approaches are strongly represented here and, thus, 
there is a lot to find for evolutionary-minded read-
ers in the social sciences in this thick volume. The 
first part presents overviews of theories of evolution 
conceived as spontaneous order and approaches in 
social science and political science. Part 2 presents a 
generalized model of evolution strongly inspired by 
meme theory. This is fleshed out in a chapter on the 
approach of “Evolutory Institutionalism” and a con-
cept of a historically inspired science of politics. An-
other chapter asks how evolutionary theory can be 
helpful for a rehistorization of social science. Part 3 
contains chapters on the historicity of institutions, 
on their endogenous conditions, and their stability. 
Part 4, about one third of the book, is given to case 
studies on the evolution of parliaments, diplomatic 
institutions, a department of foreign affairs, globally 
acting companies, and on evolutionary management 
and concepts of leadership. Published in a some-
what aberrant place this voluminous collection de-
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serves more attention than it already got. This is a 
very thought-provoking as well as material-rich vol-
ume. Furthermore, the book presents many sources 
normally not used in the social science literature on 
evolution. More specifically, it contains a theory on 
the evolution of institutions which could be linked 
to other approaches to human institutions.3 The ar-
ticles by the editor and Jakob Lempp are especial-
ly noteworthy since together they conceive a clear 
model of general evolution and show that evolution-
ary theories are not necessarily reductionist. This 
generalized model could be fruitfully linked to some 
of the models discussed in Schurz’s monograph and 
by Toepfer in the handbook now reviewed (Sarasin 
and Sommer 2010). 

The handbook edited by Philipp Sarasin and 
Marianne Sommer (2010) is broad and portrays 
core concepts of Darwin’s theory of evolution as 
well as it’s derivates and controversies in a plethora 
of fields. The explicitly interdisciplinary volume 
combines 67 entries arranged in four big chapters. 
The editors are a discourse-oriented historian and a 
historian of science. The contributions were writ-
ten by 40 scholars from diverse fields, such as phi-
losophy, cultural anthropology, and literary studies 
(details on authors and their af‌filiations are sadly 
not mentioned). There are entries on 26 concepts 
around evolution in the human as well as nonhuman 
sphere, six on the history of debates, 12 entries on 
museums, botanical gardens and other institutions, 
objects, and practices dealing with evolution, 15 on 
evolutionistic thinking in scientific disciplines, and 
eight entries on evolution as an issue in modern so-
ciety, such as in films and politics. Several of the 
contributions in the handbook are in line with mod-
els of general evolution such as Schurz’s book. 
This handbook was edited not by biologists, which 
makes its strength and some (minor) weaknesses. 
This handbook is truly comprehensive and explic-
itly tries to cross the rubicon between the cultures 
of sciences and humanities. We find many entries 
on topics one misses in other handbooks on evo-
lution, such as on evolutionary theories preced-
ing Darwin, on laboratories or on representations 
of evolution in current public culture, e.g., in bel-
letristic literature and films. Furthermore, Sarasin 
and Müller avoid the total concentration on Dar-
win’s person and work evident in most publications 
that appeared in the Darwin year. The book is care-
fully edited and almost all the articles are very read-
able. Some entries are especially noteworthy, such 
as Georg Toepfer’s piece on general evolution theo-

  3	 E.g., Turner (2003); Turner and Maryanski (2008); Meyer 
(2010).

ry, a gem of content as well as regards presentation. 
Another wonderful entry is a witty piece on a totally 
fictive phenomenon of nature (which I will not men-
tion here!). A certain weakness of this handbook lies 
in some of the contributions on more biological top-
ics or issues which are all too short, such as those on 
adaptation, the species concept and also editor Ma
rianne Sommer’s entry on “Mensch (Rasse),” main-
ly treating the history of the concept and eschewing 
any attempt at a definition. All in all, this is a very 
good book, which should also be consulted by the 
English-speaking scientific community.

The good news is that evolutionary oriented re-
search in the social sciences is well alive. Evolution 
is back again, not only in the biologically oriented 
human sciences but at least in traces also in the hu-
manities. In these scientific fields traditionally often 
hostile against any “naturalistic” approach there are 
nowadays more and more scholars open for evolu-
tionary reasoning. More cultural anthropologists are 
using evolutionary theory for understanding con-
temporary societies. Some are beginning to offer 
ethnological insights to help understanding human 
origins (Barnard 2011). This new openness also can 
be seen in philosophical anthropology, being now-
adays far more biologically informed than in Geh
len’s times. This is evidenced by a recent German 
handbook on anthropology in broad terms (Bohlken 
und Thies 2009). This volume includes evolution 
and also technology and is part of the same series 
as Sarasin and Müller’s handbook. Both handbooks 
could be very fruitfully used in combination. Taken 
together these developments may give some hope to 
develop the four-field approach which has suffered 
in the last decades in the United States and never 
existed in Europe.

The Four-Field Approach and Venues of Research 
in Bio-cultural “Nowhereland”

What are my general conclusions reading through 
these volumes? Firstly, some authors, beyond Dar-
win himself, seem to be especially productive in es-
tablishing truly evolutionary approaches in the so-
cial sciences: these are Marion Blute, Robert Boyd, 
Luigi Cavalli-Sforza, Richard Dawkins, Robin I. M. 
Dunbar, William Durham, Marcus Feldman, Peter 
Richerson, Michael Tomasello, Andrew Whiten, 
and especially Donald Thomas Campbell. These 
and some other authors have produced insights that 
have a potential to hold this research field together. 
On the other hand, the research field is still quite 
scattered and lacks systematization. The problem 
remains that evolutionary approaches are still (or 
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again) marginal against the antinaturalist respective 
constructivist mainstream. In consequence, there 
is no real scientific evolution-minded community 
existing but only several small circles. They do 
not reach a certain “critical mass” and thus some-
times are not knowing much about their respective 
work. In consequence, some authors are not aware 
of works directly relevant to their approach. I will 
give only some of many examples. Stephan Mül
ler seems not to be aware of the work of Schmidt-
Wellenburg, which would fit quite well for parts of 
his argument, especially concerning Runciman’s 
theory. Similarly, neither Schurz nor any author in 
Sarasin and Sommer’s handbook do use the above 
mentioned work of Patzelt, which would be rele-
vant for a generalized model especially as regards 
memes. Despite arguing at length about an evolu-
tionary basis of religion and it’s placebo-like func-
tion, Schurz seems not to be aware of the current 
intensive debate about the specific functions of the 
different dimensions of religiosity (for the current 
state of the art cf. Voland and Schievenhövel 2009). 
Astonishingly, some very fruitful approaches are 
not mentioned very often in these volumes. I think, 
for example, of the work of Kevin Laland and co-
workers on the historical constitution of ecologi-
cal niches (Laland et al. 2000; Laland and Brown 
2011). This is a pity, since studies in the humanities 
in the sense of Bruno Latour, e.g., could be more 
precise in taking into account such recent evolution-
ary-informed theorizing in the long-term interplay 
of humans and other actors and especially human-
influenced evolution in other species as a main fac-
tor of human history (cf. Russell 2011).

The research landscape being so fractured as re-
gards topics, assumptions, and also terminology, 
systematic syntheses (like the volume by Schurz) 
are as important as overviews about evolution in dif-
ferent realms (such as the handbook by Sarasin and 
Sommer).4 For the evolution of human behavior we 
have also good monographic overviews (my favor-
ite is Fuentes 2009). What we also need is to estab-
lish a clear view of the spectrum of approaches on 
evolution in the social sciences proper, since some 
of the older approaches contain gems we can use 
today. Since some years we have not only several 
good collections but also a larger choice of mono-
graphic introductions and overviews on theories of 
social or cultural evolution suitable for class use.5 

  4	 Cf. the handbooks ed. by Wuketits and Antweiler (2004); 
Wuketits and Ayala (2005) and also the anthologies ed. by 
Dugger and Sherman (2003) and Lindquist (2010).

  5	 See, for example, Trigger (1998); Johnson and Earle (2000); 
Claessen (2000); Carneiro (2003); Pluciennik (2005); Rous
seau (2006); Sanderson (2007).

What we more basically need is to increase the 
knowledge about evolution among the general audi-
ence and also among scientists, even among biology 
students (for some disturbing results cf. Graf 2010).

Secondly, this reviewer would argue that the 
more complex bio-cultural phenomena are the more 
analytical we should be. Thus, we should, e.g., dis-
tinguish more clearly between describing origins 
and change, on the one hand, and explanatory mech-
anisms on the other. Furthermore, a clear analytical 
distinction between (a) the evolution of culture as 
an organic capacity and need of human beings and 
(b) the long-term (transgenerational change of so-
cietal entities and their material products would be 
helpful; cf. Antweiler 2005). Even if we argue for a 
monistic approach – which I would do –, we should 
not confound these issues by treating them all as 
“cultural evolution.” Moreover, an understanding 
of the complex interchange and mutual dependence 
of organic evolution and cultural evolution requires 
analytical rigor. The term “coevolution” should 
be very carefully used (cf. Durham 1991; Russell 
2011). What remains to be more clearly discussed is 
the relation of the approaches called “evolutionary” 
or “Darwinian.” I would propose not to call theo-
ries “evolutionary” only if their topic is long-term 
change. If they are called “Darwinian,” there should 
be a relation to Darwin or the “Modern Synthesis.” 
Furthermore, there is a difference between theories 
arguing for (a) a general model of evolution with 
organic evolution and cultural evolution as specific 
cases), (b) analogical models stressing specific sim-
ilarities between modes of evolution conceived as 
different, and (c) coevolutionary models treating the 
interdependency of natural and cultural evolution. 
These approaches are compatible but they are differ-
ent (Antweiler 2008). Furthermore we have to dis-
tinguish between long-term societal change as such 
and trend-like developments like directional and cu-
mulative evolution. That brings me to the next point.

Thirdly, the issue of explaining directional evo-
lution is far from being closed. Most of the classi-
cal theories of social evolution of the 19th century 
clearly were flawed. They were teleological, some-
times racist, often barely mentioned devolution, and 
– mostly important here – did not really explain 
trends. But these classical evolutionists brought an 
important phenomenon into focus. It is worth read-
ing them in detail as their theories were not as crude 
as they are usually portrayed. Most of current Dar-
winian approaches are concerned with mechanisms 
explaining societal change. This seems logical, as 
Darwin was less interested in macroevolutionary 
directionality than in mechanisms of microevolu-
tion. But both, organic and cultural evolution show 
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general trends toward increasing complexity within 
most of the lines. Contrary to the mainstream posi-
tion against social evolution as ladder stereotype, 
there is still the challenge to explain this direction-
ality of macroevolution by selective mechanisms. 
This holds for transgenerational cultural change and 
macrohistory as well as for biotic evolution.6 

What would be my advice to time-constrained 
and money-conscious readers? If one wants to get 
into details of the specifics of human sociocultural 
evolution but wants to read only one of these books, 
one should buy and read Kate Distin’s volume. She 
also lays out the potential of evolutionary theory to 
synthesize the social sciences. If one wants to get 
an even deeper view of the state of the art towards 
a truly evolutionary theory that uses our knowledge 
about organic evolution to get a precise view of cul-
tural evolution, one should read Distin together with 
two recent, truly seminal books not under review 
here. One is written by the philosophically and bio-
logically informed sociologist Marion Blute (2010), 
the other by the pychologist Alex Mesoudi (2011). 
Taken together these books give a fine overview. 

If one wants to get a broad overview of the cur-
rent state of the arts, Sarasin and Sommer’s hand-
book is a one-stop choice. In case one is interest-
ed in the scientific and biological foundations of a 
generalized approach to evolution, Schurz’s book is 
very suitable. As a reader of Anthropos one is prob-
ably very critical of Darwinian approaches to the 
social sciences and humanities. One might be gen-
erally sceptic about generalizing evolutionary prin-
ciples but, nevertheless, at least have an open mind 
about it. In this case Stephan Müller’s and Hendrik 
Wortmann’s books (best being read together) should 
be the choice. 
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