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Anthropologists, indeed, regard woman as

intermediate in development between the child and the man.
(Thomas 1897: 40)

[Dlifference in natural ability is, in the main, a characte-

ristic of the individual, not of race or of sex.

(Thomas 1907: 438)

In this article, I would like to trace William I. Thomas’s changing views on
the explanatory role of biology for sociology and social psychology. From
the beginning, Thomas studied numerous subjects that involved both bio-
logical and sociological factors. He wrote on the nature of the sexes, race,
instincts, prejudices, and evolution. As I will attempt to show, his starting
point was the simple biologism with which he was familiar and which con-
sisted mainly in transferring the theoretical structures of biology to soci-
ology. Obviously, this understanding of biologism is completely obsolete
today. Yet his view of biology’s role subsequently began to shift towards
what is currently the most popular approach, involving the assimilation of
data interpreted in strictly sociological theoretical categories. This article
is not a holistic review of Thomas’s work in terms of his beliefs about the
role of biology but rather describes a key moment in the qualitative change
of approach that took place in the first years of the twentieth century. I will
start with a brief outline of the biological topics that most affected sociol-
ogy as it emerged and of modern methods of combining biology and soci-
ology. Next, I will compare the earlier and later role of biology in Thomas’s
sociology.
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/// A Basic Typology of the Relation Between Biology
and Sociology

The relation between biology and sociology can be typologised in vari-
ous ways, depending on what we consider to be the criterion of division.
Undoubtedly, the two sciences can be compared in the fields of method-
ology, ontology, epistemology, and language. It is also possible to discuss
the causal relations between biological and sociological factors. In the pre-
sent article, in order to capture the relation between biology and sociology,
I make use of a typology I have discussed in depth elsewhere (Remisiewicz
2017a) concerning types of contribution from biology to sociology. This
typology assumes that there are three possible methods of transferring the
resources of biology to sociology: the transfer of theory (which I call biolo-
gism without biology), the transfer of data (biology without biologism), or
the transfer of data and theory (proper biologism).

The transfer of theory consists in carrying entire great relationally
connected conceptual structures, or more rarely laws, from one area to
another, and then organising data acquired from social research by those
means. This use of biology stiffens theory — it forces the sociologist to find
structures that have already been imposed from above and thus to conduct
research while often assuming from the outset what is to be proved. As ex-
amples, cultural evolution theories can be given (in so far as they draw on
biology) and the social psychology theories that seek hidden psychological
structures analogous to those that are the subject of research on animals
(e.g., instincts). In general, a way of understanding is also transferred along
with theoretical structures and postulated laws of action.

The second way of combining biology with sociology is that of a strong
socio-biology, which offers both data and a theory with which to organise
it. In this approach, a human being is treated as a thoroughly biological
entity, for which the laws of biology are considered sufficient explanation.
All types of cultural phenomena are viewed as manifestations of hidden
processes, laws, justifications, or rationalisations. This is an extremely “im-
perialist” relationship: it deprives sociology of its own identity as a disci-
pline and very often imposes understandings that are overly simplified in
light of the complexity of human societies.

The third type involves use of biology’s data (along with narrow-range
theories) to justify or enrich or nuance existing sociological theories. It
would seem that this is the type of relation that today has the greatest
potential and is used, for instance, in the form of neurosociology (Franks
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2010). This type will be discussed below. Here it is worthwhile, though,
to point out that in contrast to the previous approaches, this kind of rela-
tion does not premise changes in the sociological language, nor affect the
ontological commitments of a given theory, nor postulate the transfer of
the laws of biology to another class of entities, and thus it does not risk re-
ductionism (further, see Remisiewicz 2017b). Sociological theories are not
here subject to biological corrections — or they are subject only to a mini-
mal degree: for instance, when some biological fact contradicts an accepted
premise of the theory.

As I'will attempt to show, Thomas’s approach was dictated by a change
in his thinking about the relation between biology and sociology, and as
a passage from the second type to the third it opened the way to what is
today the most up-to-date view of these relations.

/// On the Relations between Sociology and Biology
in Early Sociology

Sociology emerged in the nineteenth century, in an age that was the turn-
ing point for biology as well. At the time the first theories were being
formed in the world of biology, Charles Darwin’s and Alfred Russel Wal-
lace’s concepts of evolution were being hotly debated in the world at large,
and attempts were being made to transfer discoveries about the principles
by which nature functioned to the operation of society as well. Herbert
Spencer brought the idea of evolution to society with his idea of society’s
creation of complexity through the integration of parts. And although
clearly these two modes of understanding evolution — the biological and
the purely social — did not originally have many common links, their pres-
ence in scholarly discussions came to be intertwined.

The nineteenth century was also the age of technological discoveries,
which made the rapid development of anatomy, physiology, and neurol-
ogy possible. The growth of knowledge in these areas revealed the parallel
traits of humans and animals, and also enabled increasingly detailed com-
parisons of individual human beings.

These discoveries called the prevailing convictions about the unique-
ness of human culture and of human beings in general into question. First,
the human being began to be treated as a part of nature, as an animal
species. This in turn led to the conclusion that perhaps certain laws of na-
ture also affected humans. It began to be considered whether, and to what
extent, it would be possible to apply the new concepts of the biological
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sciences to humans as individuals, to various group processes, and finally
to society as a whole. A fairly natural argument was advanced: if all the
operations of nature can be explained by a few principles and if humans
are part of nature, then the activities of humans — as individuals and groups
— should be explainable in this manner. Even though culture appears to
be infinitely richer and more complex than all other forms of behaviour
known in nature, in the end this idea is only a delusion resulting from the
human perspective.

Another popular idea at the time was the concept of instinct, that is,
a natural pattern of behaviour which every healthy representative of a given
species exhibits without instruction. Although the idea has been elaborated
in sociology and is associated chiefly with the work of William McDougall
(2001), its framework existed in the social sciences much earlier and pro-
vided elements of theories as distant from each other as William James’s
theory of emotion and the behaviourism of John Watson (Richards 2018).
In its developed version, instinctivism derived all social behaviour from
a limited number of instincts. Naturally, from the beginning the theory
was beset with problems. One was the impossibility of verifying it due to
a vicious circle in reasoning: the argument for the existence of a set of in-
stincts was the presence of similar phenomena in various cultures having
no contact with each other. However, having made such an assumption,
every problematic instance had to be subordinated to an arbitrarily estab-
lished “net” of instincts. Moreover, the creation of an exhaustive list of
such instincts was no easy matter, and in fact every theoretician had a dif-
ferent version.

Evolutionism also required the questioning of which traits of human
nature are inborn and which acquired. The development of intercultural
research and the stories of travellers seemed to allow those questions to
be answered by comparing known societies with those that had not previ-
ously been studied. Traits appearing in all types of cultures could not be
explained by imitation; thus they must have been shaped independently
and this must mean they derived from human nature. The appearance of
cultural differences, however, was a separate issue. On the one hand, it
could be considered that, in spite of appearances, certain differences had
common roots, for instance, they could originate from an instinct com-
mon to all humans. On the other hand, variations were also explained by
natural differences between races in the functioning of the cognitive ap-
paratus. Very often, methodological errors, imperfect knowledge of a local
language, or lack of proper understanding of the context led researchers
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to draw conclusions about the immorality or lesser intellectual potential
of the “lower races.” In effect, what was involved was the sanctioning of
racism by science.

So-called social Darwinism thus required social institutions and all of
society to be viewed as participants in the game of survival. Some scholars
have pointed to the very strong influence of the idea on nineteenth-century
and later education, in which the role of selection was magnified based
on this paradigm. Students became competitors in a “natural” struggle
in which the best-adapted won (Jeynes 2010). Of course, such a mode of
thinking did not in any way take into account key social factors in the shap-
ing of predispositions and also minimised care or aid for weaker persons,
the disabled, or the marginalised. In the social Darwinist understanding
they became simply “ill-adapted” to the prevailing rules. These kinds of
theories not only had lethal social influences but were also burdened with
errors, logical inconsistencies, and contradictions. Spencer, for instance,
argued that white people were intellectually and morally superior to “sav-
ages” (Spencer 1855). Thomas, however, was a critic of social Darwinist
theories. It is worthwhile to quote a longer passage from his writing:

But, in spite of this, Spencer and others have insisted that he is inca-
pable of self-restraint, is carried away like a child by the impulse of
the moment, and is incapable of rejecting an immediate gratifica-
tion for a greater future one. Cases like the one mentioned by Dar-
win of the Fuegian man who struck and killed his little son when
the latter dropped a basket of fish into the water are cited with-
out regard to the fact that cases of sudden domestic violence and
quick repentance are common in any city today; and the failure of
the city blacks to throw back the small fry when seining is referred
to without pausing to consider that our practice of exterminating
game and denuding our forests shows an amazing lack of indivi-
dual self-restraint (Thomas 1907: 442).

These are the kinds of approaches to biological and sociological issues
that were current when Thomas began his career and it is worth stressing
that he became interested in the social sciences after reading Spencer’s
Principles of Sociology. 1t is also worth emphasising at this point that biology
was only one of the areas that significantly affected his thinking. Others
that should be mentioned include above all anthropology, ethnology, and
also social psychology, which was then especially developed in connection
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with pragmatist philosophy (Young 1962). In addition, Thomas was an
erudite scholar and did not limit his interest to a narrow field of investiga-
tion. A certain connection with the philosophy of pragmatism enabled him
to protect himself from dogma and to seek suitable solutions for the new
research problems that were appearing in the rapidly changing turn-of-the-
century world.

/// From Early Biologism to Contemporary Approaches to Data
Instead of Theory

Historically, one of the causes for sociologists’ widespread criticism of a bi-
ological interpretation of social life was the treatment of nature and culture
as entirely separate elements. It was assumed that naturalist explanations
must be competitive in regard to culturalist explanations and vice versa.
Some sociologists, as if in opposition to the radical views of biologists, re-
jected any ties with biology and consequently increased the appearance of
a conflict: instead of cooperating, biology and sociology became alternative
explanations for certain phenomena.

Solely a change in the paradigm made it possible to perceive that these
relations might be much more complex. They need not be treated in a sin-
gle-track fashion, as the influence of one factor on another, but could rather
be viewed as a series of feedback. The relation between the mind, society,
and culture is a particular example. Although in the ontogenetic perspec-
tive the development of the brain is genetically programmed from the be-
ginning, one of the components of its programming is neuroplasticity. The
mind possesses the ability to create new connections solely on the basis of
the stimulants it receives. Neurosociologist David D. Franks excellently
summarises the matter: “A gene without experience and an environment is
not a working gene” (Franks 2010: 14). For example, children possess the
structures necessary to acquire any language but they require stimulation.
If they do not receive it by their third or fourth year of life, they forever lose
the ability to use language fluently.

From the beginning then, the mind is closely dependent on the stim-
ulants it receives from the environment in which it exists. As Kimberly
Noble has shown in numerous studies, the development of the entire ana-
tomical structure is involved — for instance, the development of certain an-
atomical structures correlates with the socio-economic status of the child’s
family (Merz et al. 2019a; Noble et al. 2005; Noble et al. 2012). Obviously,
this does not mean that the income of the parents or their education are
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reflected in some abstract way in the mind of the child, nor that persons
of varying socio-economic status genetically transfer specific traits that af-
fect their children’s development. Undoubtedly, however, there are many
differences in the stimulants provided by families of low and high socio-
economic status to their children: for instance, in the amount of attention,
the amount of reading, or the level of complexity of the communications
between the parents and the child (as shown in Basil Bernstein’s classic
study (1975)). The same mechanisms apply to the development of abilities
of self-motivation or self-control. All these elements influence the shaping
of neuroanatomical structures (Merz et al. 2019b).

Numerous intercultural studies also show the basic differences in the
functioning of the brain at the sensory level, while taking into considera-
tion the regulation of senses such as sight, hearing, and even smell (Ayabe-
Kanamura et al. 1998). For instance, use of a tonal language favours the
better development of an ability to recognise false notes in music (Wong et
al. 2012) and being a musician facilitates the differentiation of quarter tones
(Bailes et al. 2015). Europeans pay significantly more attention to objects
in the foreground than in the background, while Asians concentrate on
the relation between objects and their background (Duch 2009). Other re-
searchers have pointed to the larger use of the right side of the brain among
Australian aboriginal peoples in comparison to Europeans. Although if an
aboriginal child is raised in a European culture, the domination of the right
brain lessens and is similar to European models (TenHouten 1985).

All this means that reducing bio-social issues to a simple question of
nature or culture is, in our present day, outdated and incompatible with the
most recent scientific knowledge: both the biological constitution of the
human species and the cultures of its societies, with the local micro-imple-
mentation of culture in daily interactions, have a mutual effect. Single-fac-
tor conceptions of the creation of societies from several basic “tendencies”
or “instincts” are decidedly outdated, as are the conceptions of hard socio-
biology! about the genetic determination of territorialism, nationalism, and
tendencies to violence (Szacka 1991), which basically push the burden of
explanation to a lower level. Indubitably, certain traits of the individual are
genetically conditioned, but this is rarely a matter of rigid determinism:
much more often the environment in the broad sense to some degree regu-
lates these traits. It is also worth remembering that those traits can influ-
ence social activities and the social activities can influence neurological or
other structures and thereby both factors are continually providing mutual

' Tam using here John Alcock’s (2001) division between soff and hard sociology.
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feedback. Explanations of the functioning of society might be more pre-
cise if such interactions were better understood.

In the present article I will try to show that Thomas was a precursor
of this type of thinking. Although he began with theoretical inspirations,
he abandoned them in a later period, concentrating on biological data. Fur-
thermore, his research, given the generally very early stage of reflection
on the biological conditioning of culture and the cultural conditioning of
biology, can be considered pioneering.

Every idea is the product of a certain time period and consequently of
a certain social context. In Thomas’s work we find numerous references to
the existence of convictions and views that today are considered entirely
erroneous. However, it seems justified to me to show that his ideas are to
a certain degree precursors of new ways of thinking about the relations be-
tween biology and sociology and of explaining social facts as being not — as
was then believed — biologically determined but rather coupled with biology.

/// Thomas’s Eatlier Views

Thomas’s earlier views may seem singular to the contemporary sociologist,
but they were undoubtedly influenced by earlier research that attempted to
connect the discoveries of biology with the functioning of society. In the
initial stages this inevitably led to errors. What is interesting is not so much
what those views were but rather how they were justified. In this section,
let us look at his views concerning the inequality of races and sexes.

Biologists differentiated two forms of energy use. Plants husbanded
energy in an anabolic fashion, meaning that they collected and preserved it,
and all expenditures of energy occurred as slowly as possible. Animals, on
the contrary, managed their energy in a catabolic manner. Their lives, in-
cluding their reproductive success, depended on expending energy, which
had to be regularly renewed. In Thomas’s opinion, an analogous relation
occurred between the sexes: “femaleness is merely a repetition of the con-
trast existing between the animal and the plant” (Thomas 1897: 32). This
distinction was the original source of the differences between the sexes in
terms of physiology, mental life, and temperament. Men have more muscle,
while women’s bodies generate more fat. Men have larger skulls and thus
are more intelligent. In addition, their inclination to activeness and violence
is natural. In contrast, women are suited to a quiet life and subordination.
Moreover, women are more sensitive, which has the positive evolutionary
effect of creating the “first community” of a mother and children.
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In Thomas’s opinion, the societies that manage themselves best make
proper use of both the anabolic and catabolic energy of men and women,
being guided by the former in confrontational activities such as war or
politics, and by the latter in the sphere of constructive activities. The reader
might thus have the impression that anabolic and catabolic energy are here
treated a little like yzz and yang, that is, as being mutually complementary.
It was on more or less such a basis that Thomas constructed his personal
argument for the primacy of monogamy. The best evolutionarily adapted
societies are those where the family is constructed of a man and a woman,
who transmit to their children both types of energy: “Thus in the human
species those races have prevailed in which in consequence of a monoga-
mous system of marriage the providence of both parents is assured to the
offspring, resulting in better nutrition and somatic and psychical training”
(Thomas 1897: 61).

Early Thomas was a proper biologist: he combined biological data and
the theoretical structures of biology to apply them to understanding sociol-
ogy. To begin with, he ascribed to the sexes varying types of energy use. He
referred to the theory used in the natural sciences concerning the anabolic
and catabolic use of energy and then transferred that theoretical structure,
replacing plants and animals with the male and female sexes. In order to
justify the idea, he reached for the sources he had available in physiology
or psychology. Having prepared such a basic mechanism, he derived far-
reaching conclusions from it.

At the time, Thomas described his sociological position very clearly:

It is increasingly apparent that all sociological manifestations pro-
ceed from physiological conditions. The variables entering into so-
cial consciousness and activity — technology, ceremonial, religion,
jurisprudence, politics, the arts and professions, trade and com-
merce — have confessedly either a primary or a secondary connec-
tion with the struggle for food (Thomas 1897: 31).

What can be seen here is the distinct influence of the then popular
single-factor explanation of social life by means of a presumed “hidden
regulator.”” Thomas located the biological factor at the very beginning of
the chain of explanations, and then deduced from it further consequences.
This way of thinking is difficult to overcome: in fact, every action can be
explained in the same manner, by adapting this story to present conditions.
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Thomas drew similar conclusions on the subject of the relation between
the sexes:

Reproduction, a utilization of surplus nutrition, is also obviously
in the closest possible relation with food, and the evidence here
detailed is designed to show that the determination of sex is a che-
mical matter, maleness and femaleness being solely expressions of
a difference of attitude toward food. If such a connection can be
traced between sex and nutrition it will afford a starting point for
a study of the comparative psychology of the two sexes and for the
investigation of the social meaning of sex (Thomas 1897: 31).

Here in particular it can be seen that his main assumption is dogmatic,
and all the rest is made to fit ex post.

It is worth pointing out that Thomas justified his ideas not only by
referring to biological theory but also by use of biological data, and this
is why I classify him as a proper biologist. First, he called attention to the
widespread view of the nature of the sexes:

Morphologically the development of man is more accentuated in
almost every respect than that of woman. Anthropologists, indeed,
regard woman as intermediate in development between the child
and the man (Thomas 1897: 40).

Then he substantiated the view on the basis of the neurological data
available to him, which concerned differences in the basic properties of
men’s and women’s brains.

Wagner decided that the brain of woman taken as a whole is uni-
formly in a more or less embryonic condition. Huschke says that
woman is always a growing child and that her brain departs from
the infantile type no more than the other portions of her body.
Weisbach pointed out that the limits of variation in the skull of
man are greater than in that of woman (Thomas 1897: 40—41).

Today, of course, the reliance on such types of measurements seems
extremely naive and oversimplified, reminiscent of a slightly more ad-
vanced physiognomy. Nevertheless, these beliefs led Thomas to further
conclusions:
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Genius in general is correlated with an excessive development in
brain growth, stopping dangerously near the line of hypertrophy
and insanity, while microcephaly is a variation in the opposite di-
rection in which idiocy results from arrested development of the
brain through premature closing of the sutures, and both these
variations occur more frequently in men than in women (Thomas

1897: 40—41).

Although it is unnecessary to point out that the above view is loaded
with error, yet for all the naivety apparent in these kinds of convictions
from the contemporary viewpoint, it should be noted that in Thomas’s
time they were neither strange nor particularly conservative. For instance,
it would be hard to accuse Thomas of a rigid biological determinism, which
was widespread among scholars adopting biological approaches. After all,
society may be organised in various structures, but the starting point for
evaluating the degree of its adaptation is how it allows for the anabolic and
catabolic use of energy.

It cannot be said that Thomas’s views changed gradually. In a rela-
tively brief period they underwent a real revolution, including under the
influence of new streams of thought about combining biology and sociol-
ogy. It became increasingly clear that reducing sources of behaviour to
one biological factor was entirely inadequate, as was transferring the entire
theoretical structure used in biology onto sociology (as in the case of the
two types of energy).

/// Thomas’s Later Views

The new approach that Thomas adopted was for those times very fresh
and innovative. Thomas’s views altered under the influence of such schol-
ars as Helen B. Thompson and John B. Watson. Rosalind Rosenberg con-
siders that the change was due to the intellectual atmosphere at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, where Thomas worked together with Elsie Clews Parsons
(Rosenberg 1975). Kimball Young noted the influence of the philosophy of
pragmatism as well (Young 1962). These approaches moved the borders of
thinking about men and women — on the horizon, the subject appeared
of how society influences the sexes in adopting roles and also how those
roles influence mentality in the broad sense. Thomas thus discovered vari-
ous dependences between nature and culture. His statement on the traits
ascribed to the brain is very interesting: ““T'he brain receives impressions,
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records them, remembers them, compares new experiences with old, and
modifies behavior, in the presence of a new or recurrent stimulation, in
view of the pleasure-pain connotation of similar situations in the past”
(Thomas 1907: 435).

We have here a modern and still current assumption about the influ-
ence of the environment on the brain. The brain receives certain stimuli
but also transforms them. In the second part of the sentence there is, of
course, an echo of Watsonian behaviouralism, as the principle for this re-
working is to be the comparison of old experiences with new ones on the
basis of the economy of pleasure. This view is outdated, but it should be
remembered that nevertheless the brain here ceases to be viewed as a vari-
able that is independent of social processes and becomes a variable de-
pendent on the social context. Such a view opened new possibilities for
interpreting relations between the environment and biology. Physiological
traits, such as the size or weight of a brain, no longer had primary impor-
tance for Thomas. Statistical differences in behavioural studies could be
explained by social factors:

the psychological differences of sex seem to be largely due, not to
differences of average capacity, nor to difference in type of mental
activity, but to differences in the social influences brought to bear
on the developing individual from early infancy to adult years.
The question of the future development of the intellectual life of
women is one of social necessities and ideals rather than of the
inborn psychological characteristics of sex (Helen B. Thompson
after (Thomas 1907: 438)).

Similarly, the differences between various cultures could not be ex-
plained by the “natural abilities,” or “higher potential” of the white race,
but rather by the influence of society: “In this we are confusing advance in
culture with brain improvement.” According to Thomas, it should be as-
sumed that all cultures and races have similar starting points, and progress
occurs thanks not to whether some culture or race dominates the others in
abilities but by the fact that cultures are accumulations of past experiences,
in which there is also a biological dimension:

With associative memory, abstraction, and speech men are able to

compare the present with the past, to deliberate and discuss, to
invent, to abandon old processes for new, to focus attention on
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special problems, to encourage specialization, and to transmit to
the younger generation a more intelligent standpoint and a more
advanced starting-point (Thomas 1907: 438).

In this connection, although people generally have fairly similar start-
ing capital, later their lives, the stimuli they receive, and the problems they
encounter, have an influence on their future thinking and abilities.

The fundamental explanation of the difference in the mental life
of two groups is not that the capacity of the brain to do work is
different, but that the attention is not in the two cases stimulated
and engaged along the same lines (Thomas 1907: 452).

Progress in culture occurs slowly. Each generation has the opportunity
to add some small successive amount to the sum of knowledge. However,
the entire transmission of knowledge, under the influence of this accu-
mulation, means that each new generation learns slightly different things.
Therefore, society’s requirements and habits gradually change, forcing
a person in the given society to greater use of those abilities that we are
accustomed to consider a sign of intelligence. It is worth noting how close
this idea is to the above-mentioned conclusions of contemporary research
into the development of neuronal structures.

Naturally, Thomas’s understanding was not perfect. Partly on the ba-
sis of the period’s imperfect research methodology and partly on the basis
of pure anecdotal proofs, various conclusions were drawn concerning the
inferiority of women’s intellectual abilities in comparison with men’s, and
the superiority of the white “race” over others. Researchers considered,
for example, that women had greater problems with remembering facts
and dates, and that the “lower races” had difficulty with associating facts
and with abstract thinking. According to Thomas, the same conclusions
could equally well have been advanced in comparing peasants and the up-
per classes. The problem was that these were erroneous conclusions.

The results of tests of these types of abilities differ depending on
the given group not because groups are characterised by special biological
properties but simply because they perform various activities more often
than others do. Groups that do not participate in “intellectual life,” and
thus do not frequently use abstract ideas, obviously will lack practice in this
regard and will necessarily display less ability when evaluated through tests
and observations.
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We should note that an entirely different understanding is being dis-
played here than that of the “early” Thomas. Abstract ideas derived from
biology have ceased to play a role, giving way to social or environmental
factors, which become explanations for biological and psychological fac-
tors. This kind of change in approach has the basic advantage of opening
the field for corrections conducted on the basis of empirical material. Rea-
soning ceases to involve a vicious circle and becomes capable of verifica-
tion.

Another issue worth mentioning here is that Thomas continually uses
the idea of “lower races,” which today would undoubtedly be a reason to
accuse him of racism. In his defence, it should be noted that he was prob-
ably guided by a linear concept of social development. In this sense, as he
undoubtedly considered American and European society to be the most
developed, writing about the lower races could have had an exclusively de-
scriptive and “objective” nature, if the truth of that theory were assumed.

Thomas became an adherent of a theory about the influence of habits.
According to him, culture — that is, everything the mind absorbs and that
becomes part of its consciousness — begins to shape the mind’s views on
the basis of habituation to specific types of activity. Every culture, family,
school, religion, or occupational group requires different abilities, which
a human being acquires through life in order to participate in it. Humans
thus train themselves in certain types of thinking, which penetrate them
through and through. These types of thinking cannot be changed by some
rational and planned mechanism of instruction as the individual has ab-
sorbed them.

From these views, a revolutionary conclusion for those times emerged:
as there is no natural barrier that would block the mental development of
women or races, all potential differences are social in nature. And thus
eliminating those differences — for instance, allowing women or the mem-
bers of other races to be raised in the same conditions as men or white
people — must indubitably lead to the development of the qualities the latter
groups possess. Thomas’s viewpoint is worth recalling and could be read
as a manifesto of the time: “Certain it is that no civilization can remain the
highest if another civilization adds to the intelligence of its men the intel-
ligence of its women” (Thomas 1907: 469).

It is worth remembering how many countries have formulated their
educational policy on the assumption of permanent, unalterable sex and
racial differences. To overturn that view is to open the way for a policy of
equality, ensuring equal opportunity for all.
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Thus Thomas not only pointed to the error in widespread views, but
formulated an interesting hypothesis on the reason those views existed:

The instinct to belittle outsiders is perhaps at the bottom of our
delusion that the white race has one order of mind and the black
and yellow races have another. But, while a prejudice — a matter of
instinct and emotion — may well be at the beginning of an error of
this kind, it could not sustain itself in the face of our logical habits
unless reinforced by an error of judgment. And this error is found
in the fact that in a naive way we assume that our steps in progress
from time to time are due to our mental superiority as a race over
the other races, and to the mental superiority of one generation of
ourselves over the preceding (Thomas 1907: 440).

Not only is the white race not in some way dominant in terms of in-
born qualities of the intellect but it also falls victim to its irrational and
emotion-based assumptions about other groups, guided by a primitive in-
stinct to exclude others.

It would seem that Thomas lacked a certain element that would have
allowed his thinking to be a departure point for contemporary neurosoci-
ology. He did not have access to the data the social sciences acquired much
later. In considering the hypothesis on intellectual differences between the
races, Thomas wrote that

The first question arising in this connection is whether any of the
characteristic faculties of the human mind — perception, memory,
inhibition, abstraction — are absent or noticeably weak in the lower
races. If this is found to be true, we have reason to attribute the su-
periority of the white race to biological causes; otherwise we shall

have to seek an explanation of white superiority in causes lying
outside the brain (Thomas 1907: 441).

Currently, we know perfectly well from empirical research that inter-
cultural differences in perception occur — just as there are differences in
memory and intelligence quotients between the children of parents of vary-
ing socio-economic status. But these differences have precisely the same
cause that Thomas had pointed to earlier: on the intermediate level, omit-
ting individual predispositions, they come from upbringing and stimula-
tion. Just as the brain is not an independent variable, so perception and
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memory are not independent. Perception is also shaped culturally and all
types of memory can be successfully trained. If Thomas’s understanding of
this element had been supplemented, it might have been a potential depar-
ture point for a completely contemporary viewpoint. As is, it must simply
be admitted that he had views that went far beyond the mental horizons
of his time. His pioneering ideas on the connections between biology and
sociology began to be developed only eighty years later.

Let us note then that the fundamental changes in Thomas’s views
on the nature of differences between the “races” and sexes arose from
a basic reorientation of the relation between biology and sociology, which
we could call the opening of sociology to biological data, with a simulta-
neous limitation of biology’s theoretical influence on sociology. Thus, even
though Thomas’s modernised views were far behind what we would today
consider current knowledge, and the language of his sociology is in many
places anachronistic, we can list at least two indubitably positive sides to
his change of mind. First, his view of biology as the main supplier of data
opened a channel for the permanent correction of sociological theory. It
was thus a qualitative contribution rather than a static transfer of theoreti-
cal structures or conceptual schemas from one area to another in a way that
provides a conceptual framework but does not offer tools or guidelines for
future revisions. Second, his conclusions revised the widespread convic-
tions of the time about inborn mental predispositions in “races” and sexes.
It was only when belief in the social influences on mental predispositions
became widespread that the creation of a policy of equal treatment could
be accepted. It is worth remembering, however, that in Thomas’s homeland
his views were several decades ahead of his times (as shown, for instance,
by the boom in intelligence tests for school recruitment systems in the
United States in the 1920s, which caused students to be assigned to classes
based on convictions about their inborn predispositions) (Sacks 2000).

/// Conclusions

Thomas’s great difficulty lay in being condemned to the simplified bio-
logical explanations of his time. He attempted to refine those explanations
and adapt them to an ever more rapidly growing body of knowledge. The
majority of sociologists of his day, however, were trying to rid themselves
of this baggage — or perhaps it would be better to say, such biological bal-
last — in order to immerse themselves in entirely culturalist explanations.
All this hampered the development of bio-sociological research for a long



time, and it was only the paradigm of socio-biology that briefly brought the
subject to life in the 1970s (Wilson 1975).

However, on many levels the paradigm repeated the old errors of the
earlier sociologists, continuing to derive ideas from the context of a con-
flict between nature and culture, in which the latter was assumed to be
solely an epiphenomenon of the former (Alcock 2001; Sociobiology Study
Group of Science for the People 1991; Szacka 1991). The discovery of the
plasticity of the brain and numerous studies of intercultural psychology, as
well as the psychology of development, eventually proved that these rela-
tions are much more complicated and should be described by allegories of
feedback rather than conflict. Although obviously Thomas did not in his
time have access to the data we possess today, it can yet be argued that his
sense of the proper direction of change was reflected in his attitude to the
issues he studied and to the place that biology began to hold in his theories.

The aim of the present article has been solely to describe certain spe-
cific changes in Thomas’s thinking about the biological bases of social life.
A more in-depth study of the entirety of his work would probably enable
not only his successive inspirations from biology to be indicated but would
also divide his output into periods, in consideration of the influence of biol-
ogy on the successive modifications he proposed.

It is important to observe that the later changes in the use Thomas
made of biology did not arise out of the blue. His views changed not only
in regard to contingent issues but also about the fundamental relations be-
tween biology and sociology. The reorientation of his beliefs about the na-
ture of those relations — with new leads concerning what should be drawn
from biology and what should become an autonomous subject of sociology
— made him far more receptive to data and research and at the same time
prevented the influx of theories, as is best shown by his later orientation
towards concepts for defining situations and his declarations concerning
the exclusively social nature of sociology’s research object. For Thomas, bi-
ology had lost its potential to impose analytical categories but continued to
provide information that could be used in a manner proper to sociologists.

Transl. Michelle Granas
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/// Abstract

In this article the author shows how the exploding role of biology in Wil-
liam Thomas’s sociology and social psychology has changed. Since the
beginning of his career, this researcher addressed numerous topics that
involved both biological and social factors — he commented on the nature
of gender, race, instincts, prejudice and evolution. His departure point was
biologism, which proclaimed that innate predispositions are a variable in-
dependent of social processes. In the following years, Thomas changed
his beliefs, recognising that it was culture and society that left its mark
on physiological and psychological development. The changes in Thomas’s
reasoning are described by the author against the background of past and
present views on the relationship between society and the brain, claiming
that his late views could resonate with today’s approaches.
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