


[image: Cover: Father Time, A NATURAL HISTORY OF MEN AND BABIES by Sarah Blaffer Hrdy]





Father Time







Father Time
A NATURAL HISTORY OF MEN AND BABIES



Sarah Blaffer Hrdy

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS

PRINCETON & OXFORD




Copyright © 2024 by Sarah Blaffer Hrdy

Princeton University Press is committed to the protection of copyright and the intellectual property our authors entrust to us. Copyright promotes the progress and integrity of knowledge. Thank you for supporting free speech and the global exchange of ideas by purchasing an authorized edition of this book. If you wish to reproduce or distribute any part of it in any form, please obtain permission.

Requests for permission to reproduce material from this work should be sent to permissions@press.princeton.edu

Published by Princeton University Press

41 William Street, Princeton, New Jersey 08540

99 Banbury Road, Oxford OX2 6JX

press.princeton.edu

All Rights Reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Hrdy, Sarah Blaffer, 1946– author.

Title: Father time : a natural history of men and babies / Sarah Blaffer Hrdy.

Description: Princeton : Princeton University Press, [2024] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023025693 (print) | LCCN 2023025694 (ebook) | ISBN 9780691238777 (acid-free paper) | ISBN 9780691238784 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Father and child. | Fatherhood—Psychological aspects. | Parental behavior in animals. | Male caregivers. | BISAC: SCIENCE / Life Sciences / Biology | SOCIAL SCIENCE / Men’s Studies

Classification: LCC HQ756 .H73 2024 (print) | LCC HQ756 (ebook) | DDC 306.874/2—dc23/eng/20231114

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023025693

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023025694

Version 1.0

British Library Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available

Editorial: Alison Kalett and Hallie Schaeffer

Production Editorial: Terri O’Prey

Text Design: Katie Osborne

Jacket/Cover Design: Katie Osborne

Production: Jacqueline Poirier

Publicity: Julia Haav and Kate Farquhar-Thomson

Copyeditor: Annie Gottlieb

Jacket image: Aliaksei Lasevich / Alamy Stock Photo







For Dan, David, Niko, and future generations of caring men





Contents



	   Introduction 1

		1    Fathers Then and Fathers Now 8

		2    Rethinking Man’s “Unfortunate Birthright” 27

		3    Opening the Floodgates 54

		4    Daddy Brains 63

		5    Darwin and the Broody Capon 82

		6    The Transformative Power of Babies 109

		7    Primate Precursors to Caring Males 132

		8    Pleistocene Emergence of an Unusual Ape 165

		9    Changing Men’s Minds 196

		10  The Cultural Construction of Fatherhood 221

		11  Shifting Opinions on the Way to the Present 259

		12  Twenty-First-Century Convergence of Men and Babies 288

	   Epilogue 312

	Acknowledgments 317

	Notes 321

	References 359

	Index 409







Father Time







Introduction



This child has two parents. Please alternate calls. It’s his father’s turn.

—JUSTICE RUTH BADER GINSBURG TO HER SON’S SCHOOL COUNSELOR, MORE THAN HALF A CENTURY AGO




Fathers today are more likely than in the past to find themselves encouraged, permitted, sometimes wanting, at other times compelled, to take on new roles caring for babies and very young children. Some even become primary caretakers of newborns with no mother involved at all. These nurturing men may be bottle-feeding rather than breastfeeding, yet they respond to babies as sensitively as the most caring mother does. Given social science’s well-documented finding that everywhere “Fatherhood is culturally defined,”1 and given the rate at which culture is changing, should anyone be surprised?

Behavioral flexibility, after all, is a human specialty. Why shouldn’t paternal behavior morph right along with new socioeconomic and cultural circumstances like women working, lapsing patriarchies, and novel methods for conceiving or feeding babies? Aren’t such transformations exactly what we would expect?

Well, actually, no, not if we thought culture alone could produce them. Radiant new fathers deeply involved in the care of their offspring do not appear to be going sullenly “against nature.” In fact, their responses are profoundly biological, with more than culture at play, as scientists discovered when they began to examine what happens in the bodies and brains of men intimately involved with babies. Endocrinologists documented changes in hormone levels that resembled those in mothers, and as neuroscientists started to scan the brains of primary-caretaking men, they found that their brains as well responded the same way a mother’s would.

On learning this, a mother who gave birth in the twentieth century might well respond with an expletive and an exasperated “Why didn’t we know this sooner?” As a mother and a grandmother, and also a primatologist and evolutionary anthropologist, however, I was more than surprised. I was profoundly puzzled. How on Darwin’s earth can this be?

I have written whole books about maternal love and ambivalence, with emphasis on the former. Few people could be more aware than I that we humans are mammals whose females invest heavily in their young, gestating, birthing, and then suckling them. Such processes prime mothers to respond to and passionately care about little creatures that need nurturing. Maternal brains are wired to ensure we do so. According to the standard Darwinian script, while females were nurturing babies, males were otherwise occupied, mostly competing for status and mates, often violently or coercively. While a mother’s top priority is likely to be the well-being of her children, a male’s will be siring more of them. In line with such Darwinian preconceptions, across cultures and through historical time there are few, if any, records of men turning their lives over to babies the way women do. Instead, what we find is a near-universal expectation that baby care is women’s work.

Volume after volume chronicling human evolution, conquests, and the history of civilization features the exploits of men, usually men in opposition to or in concert with other men. Pair men with babies, and the search comes up blank. Yet now comes evidence that men who never underwent gestation, never gave birth, much less lactated—men who through most of human evolution and history did not tend babies—respond to them as sensitively as mothers do. When primarily responsible for an infant’s care right from birth, men undergo remarkably similar endocrinological and neurological transformations.

Brain networks concentrated in the frontal cortex, areas implicated in conscious planning and decision-making, are activated when a man assists a mother in caring for a baby. This is the same brain region that so dramatically expanded among bipedal apes on their way to becoming (by 300,000 years ago) anatomically modern Homo sapiens. But in men for whatever reason taking primary responsibility for an infant right from birth—not simply assisting a mother—something else happens. Evolutionarily far-more-ancient areas of the vertebrate brain are reflexively activated as well.

How could this come about? As Darwin surmised over a century ago, and geneticists have since confirmed, humans evolved from African apes resembling today’s chimpanzees and gorillas. But in none of these other great apes do males engage in direct care of babies. In fact, where babies are concerned they often behave in dreadful ways. From my own research I learned that infanticidal tendencies in primate males date back to the earliest members of the order Primates, tens of millions of years ago. Statistically speaking, male great apes are more nearly existential threats to new babies than reliable caretakers. How could such profoundly biological responses emerge as if de novo, in a line of apes with so little prior history of paternal care?

No one knows for sure. In fact, until recently, no one was even asking. This book traces my quest to learn when and how nurturing emotions arose in males and to identify what it takes for them to be expressed. It is a story covering millions of years of vertebrate, mammalian, and particularly primate evolution, followed by thousands of years of human evolution and history, punctuated by numerous social transitions, cultural shifts, and innovations. My unexpected finding is that inside every man there lurk ancient caretaking tendencies that render a man every bit as protective and nurturing as the most committed mother.

It is a journey that has forced me to rethink long-held assumptions about man’s innately selfish, competitive, and violent nature, what Darwin described as his “natural and unfortunate birthright.”2 I had to expand my understanding of what “man’s birthright” actually entails. I needed, as best I could, to reconstruct what must have happened over the six or so million years since we humans last shared a common ancestor with other apes, near relations like chimpanzees and bonobos. I would need to pay special attention to what happened in the Pleistocene, when humans were developing their distinctive capacities to care about what others think, including what others think about them. This would turn out to be important for the emergence of such hyper-social apes as humans became, interested in coordinating their behavior and sharing with others. Such interdependence helped set the stage for men to spend more time near babies.

But understanding why being near babies affects men the way it does, and particularly why prolonged intimate proximity with little babies in their charge renders men so nurturing, would require me to travel even further back in evolutionary time, into terra even-less-cognita than hominins in the Pleistocene, early primates in the Eocene, or the first mammals in the later Triassic. I would need to travel back far before mammals, to the earliest vertebrates more than 400 million years ago. I needed to learn about ancient molecules left over from when our vertebrate ancestors swam in watery worlds, as well as the neural circuits that have lingered on in Mother Nature’s* cupboard, not always used but ready to be activated and repurposed should circumstances call on them. But what circumstances? And what concatenation of chance events, evolutionary processes, historical transitions, more recent social movements, cultural transformations, and technological innovations set the stage for this to be possible today? What accounts for the unprecedented convergence of men and babies underway in pockets of humanity around the world and in my own family right now?

My quest has taken me outside my areas of expertise. I’ve had to make do with skimpy records and delve in unfamiliar places. Interpreting new, often preliminary, and swiftly changing findings from the emerging field of social neuroscience proved especially challenging. Meanwhile, the kinds of contacts with offspring that ethnographers and animal behaviorists were likely to record and include in published records compelled me to focus on situations where males protected, groomed, huddled near, or slept with babies, or provided food for nearly weaned infants. Relations between males and older or grown offspring must await a later project. When I talk about human babies, I will mostly mean immatures in the first thousand or so days of their lives.

Of necessity, what follows is frequently punctuated by “possibly,” “maybe,” and frank admissions that “we don’t know.” Over more than half a century spent researching primate reproductive strategies, relations between the sexes and especially between mothers and infants, no topic has proved tougher for me to wrap my brain around, as in, “Can this possibly be right?” I was plagued with sleepless nights and incapacitating migraines, yet at the same time no project has left me more hopeful about human possibilities.

Simone de Beauvoir made no bones about the challenge when, in The Second Sex, she opined that “The problem of woman has always been a problem of men.” True gender equity, she believed, would only be possible if fathers take on their fair share of childcare. Meanwhile, if Virginia Woolf was right about the merits of an “androgynous” mind capable of the “creative, incandescent and undivided” insights of a Shakespeare, as she wrote in A Room of One’s Own, men have a lot to gain as well. And so of course might society and the world.

There are sound reasons to think that on average women tend to be more empathetic and other-regarding than men. After all, mammalian mothers evolved to tend and keep safe, and nourish with life-sustaining milk, little creatures they gave birth to. Theirs is an age-old legacy prompting mothers to proceed more cautiously than males. If they are less foolhardy and prioritize safer environments, it’s because they need to stay alive in order to care for helpless and highly dependent young. This helps explain why women today are more likely than men to vote for social programs targeting child well-being, and to take the lead in environmental protection. No wonder political commentators are convinced that nations are better off with women leaders when caution, tact, or a conciliatory mindset is called for. It helps explain why, once women get the vote in a democratic country, that country is less likely to initiate war.

Meanwhile, assumptions about males having evolved to compete with other males for status and mates help explain why men are more likely to take risks, often egged on by a testosterone-fueled overconfidence. Such hubristic inclinations to “deceive up” all too often lure male stockbrokers to trade impulsively, or team captains and military leaders to imagine that they can win a contest or war whose outcome they can’t actually foresee. All this is consistent with Darwin’s original assessment of male competitiveness paired with women’s gentler, more prosocial, other-regarding proclivities.

But if men caring for babies undergo the same neurological transformations, the same increases in prolactin levels and oxytocin-infused sensual pleasure as mothers do; if their testosterone drops and men become as fixated on infant well-being as mothers; if their brains undergo shape-shifting similar to that in mothers, wouldn’t men’s psychological preferences change as well? Might men’s priorities come to more nearly resemble the more prosocial ones mothers are assumed to have? Might such men also be more likely to opt for safer and more sustainable courses of action?

Anthropologists have long been aware that societies where men spend more time in contact with mothers and children are less bellicose and exhibit lower rates of violence. Social psychologists tell us that men exposed to cues from babies tend to be more other-regarding and generous. Might baby-exposed men also come to prioritize the well-being of children—and the planet—above their own social status or, in the case of politicians, their electability? Yet I doubt that even the most visionary commentators on the “problem of men” could have foreseen the fully fleshed-out, hormonally prompted, neuronally charged potentials being revealed today—potentials lying latent for a peculiarly twenty-first-century convergence of circumstances to kiss awake. I certainly didn’t.

None of this could have happened without a prior loosening of gender straitjackets, permitting men greater flexibility in what it means to be a man, including what it means to be a father. Men first needed to be able to imagine themselves as nurturers as well as protectors and providers. Women’s expanding educational and economic opportunities were part of the story that contributed to transformations in Western genderscapes, among them the inclusion of more women in science. This meant that an influx of researchers interested in parental care, aware of just how costly human babies are and how much help their primary caregivers need, began studying what happens in the bodies and brains of men engaged in infant care. Without these and other cultural and economic transformations discussed in this book, it’s entirely possible that we would have continued to overlook unexpected facets of men’s nature that are only now coming to light.

Given our species’ all-too-human tendency to see mostly what we expect to see, it’s worth considering: Where did the biases that blinkered us for so long come from? My own background, a highly privileged, upper- middle-class white American upbringing and a Harvard education, not only influenced my expectations, but also the information I would be most familiar with. In spite of my best efforts, this will probably continue to be so in many areas covered in this book. Sources of my own biases, then, are probably where I should begin.


* Here and throughout this book, “Mother Nature” is my personal metaphor for Darwinian selection.










1
Fathers Then and Fathers Now




The care of very young infants by their father is something that no former civilization has encouraged among their educated and responsible men.

—MARGARET MEAD, MALE AND FEMALE, 1962





Growing Up in the “Golden Age”

I was born in 1946 at the leading edge of the post-war Baby Boom. I grew up in a wealthy enclave of Houston, Texas, called “River Oaks,” in an era known as “Marriage’s Golden Age.” The ideal was a nuclear family in which a man went to his office and worked to support his wife, who focused on the home and care of their children. Nowhere was this ideal more celebrated than in my deeply conservative corner of the world. Odd as this may seem today, I do not recall ever seeing a man change a diaper.

With two older sisters, a younger sister, and finally a brother born late in the game, we—along with all the other kids I knew—were exclusively cared for by women. Only women. This was the established norm, “how it was done,” how people assumed it had always been done. Nor can I attribute this gendered division of childcare to the fact that only women had the appropriate mammary glands, because the women belonging to my tribe eschewed breastfeeding, considering it déclassé.

I dimly recall a German nanny called Nana; then, somewhat more clearly, a French governess named Mademoiselle Drahier; then, more vividly, timid, warm-hearted Lupe Sepulveda, whose primary charge was my younger sister, to the point that she spoke Mexican-accented Spanish before English. When my brother was born, the arrival of the long-desired son after four daughters, my father was thrilled, yet he did not often find a reason to be in the same room with this prized son, much less hold him.

My father’s involvement with babies was confined to pride at their arrival, albeit a pride tinged with disappointment when they (we) kept being daughters. Thus he was elated by the appearance of a son and heir, albeit a baby promptly handed over to a series of hard-baked widows from small Texas towns wearing starched white uniforms and scowls. Nor did children, any more than infants, particularly figure among his priorities. Apart from his warmth, virility, and lavish financial support, what I mostly recall are my domineering father’s sudden and terrifying eruptions if anyone inconvenienced him. Later on, when I fell in love and eloped at the age of twenty-six, I remember consciously evaluating my husband’s even temper, his integrity, reliability, and resourcefulness. I gave no thought to how much hands-on childcare he might provide.

By age thirty-one, when the first of my husband Dan’s and my three children was born, I was far from Texas, a postdoc at Harvard. My husband dutifully attended Lamaze classes to help me prepare for natural childbirth. Dan was present in the delivery room when, shortly before midnight, baby Katrinka emerged. The obstetrician handed her to him, and he described it as “the happiest moment in my life” before handing her back to me. As in some 27 percent of the 186 societies listed in anthropology’s Standard Cross-Cultural Sample, Dan was present at the birth, but not directly involved.1 After Dan went home, Katrinka and I fell asleep together in a narrow hospital bed, taking advantage of a recently introduced option for new babies to “room in” rather than be whisked off to a glass-enclosed communal nursery (figure 1.1).


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.1. By the time my first baby was born, hospitals were beginning to permit “rooming-in,” so I could fall asleep holding my newborn. Within a few decades, “rooming-in” was not only routine but actively encouraged to promote “mother-infant bonding.” (Daniel B. Hrdy)


It was December 1977, in the bright morning aftermath of a Boston blizzard, when Dan strapped Katrinka into our new car seat for the ride home from the Boston Hospital for Women, Lying-In Division. No paternity leave back then, so the next day Dan returned to work while I remained home, contentedly holding Katrinka close, peering dreamily out at great drifts of snow almost obscuring the daylight coming in the kitchen window, singing welcome songs to our baby: “Katrinka, Katrinka, lovely little Katrinka. With velvety skin and silky hair, everybody’s so glad that you’re here.” But there was no “everybody.” It was just the two of us, a newborn and her mother.

By the time Katrinka was born I had earned my PhD in biological anthropology and joined the ranks of those scientists studying primate, including human, behavior from an evolutionary and comparative perspective: a card-carrying sociobiologist. Nothing in my scientific training or my upbringing caused me to question the naturalness of mother-centered parenting.



A Natural Division of Labor

So there I was, a mother, a mammal, born the sex Linnaeus chose to epitomize the entire class Mammalia because I possessed mammary glands that tingled and dripped milk in response to the slightest whimper from my baby. Of course I was born to respond to the needs of others, to be an empathic, all-giving caregiver. It was my low threshold for responding that sent me like a shot to gather up little Katrinka whenever she stirred and began to cry. I took for granted that it was my sex that had evolved to nurture these extraordinarily vulnerable, helpless, and as mammals go, unusually slow-to-grow-up little humans.

Often, Katrinka and I would fall asleep in the same bed. But even when I deposited her in her own crib, it was I who jolted awake, scrambling to her at the first utterance while her father slept on. It was I who irrationally checked on her again and again, even when Katrinka was sound asleep, just to assure myself she was still breathing. In these respects, Dan and I lived in different sensory spheres, attuned to different stimuli. At the time, this all seemed utterly (even udderly) natural.

As among all the Old World monkeys and apes, among the langur monkeys I had studied in India and just published a book about, infant care is a female affair. Female Hanuman langurs remain for their entire lives in the same groups in which they were born, inheriting home ranges from mothers and grandmothers. As a consequence, every female in the group is as closely related as a first or second cousin. Unusually relaxed dominance hierarchies mean mothers readily permit other females to carry their babies, confident they will be returned unharmed. Ninety-nine percent of all attempts to take and carry babies involve females, especially young and inexperienced females eager to practice mothering, like little girls playing with dolls. All this babysitting is a boon to langur mothers. They can go off “to work” (i.e., foraging) unencumbered, like a working mother enjoying the luxury of readily available, safe, reliable daycare. Heaven!

Among our closest great ape relations—chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans, bonobos—infant care is also exclusively female. But these ape mothers don’t have the luxury of babysitters as langur monkeys do. This is because chimpanzee females usually migrate out to another group before breeding and cannot rely on nearby close kin to help. Lacking trustworthy custodians, mothers are fiercely protective and possessive of new babies. Chimp mothers (with whom we share some 98 percent of our DNA) hold babies in skin-to-skin contact for up to six months after birth, rarely allowing others to take or hold them. As a primatologist, then, I had no reason to question the naturalness of the system I had grown up with. Day-to-day care, endless cleanings and feedings—these were women’s work.



Mother-Centered Attachment Theory

By the time my first child was born, I was engaged in research on female reproductive strategies. Deeply influenced by Darwin and the sociobiological theorizing of Harvard mentors like Edward O. Wilson and Robert Trivers, I was also influenced by psychiatrist John Bowlby and his ideas about the primate infant’s powerful urge to bond with a primary attachment figure. Following the scenario laid out in Bowlby’s classic On Attachment, I saw myself as the mammary-possessing descendant of a long line of African apes whose babies needed to be constantly held by their mother in order to be safe from roving predators. Striving to live up to Bowlbian ideals, I kept Katrinka in near-constant contact, just as Bowlby’s go-to template, a mother chimpanzee, would. This way I could help her grow up “securely attached.”

My personal vow of responsiveness contrasted with my own mother’s philosophy. For starters, she disapproved of breastfeeding as somehow “animal-like”—a view widely subscribed to in the hierarchical and quite segregated South back then, and still promoted in select French circles today.2 (In France, unlike Sweden and other Nordic countries, breastfeeding is often still discouraged, the health benefits downplayed by such anti-“naturalists” as best-selling feminist philosopher Élisabeth Badinter.) My mother had studied just enough psychology at Wellesley College to absorb the advice of Bowlby’s seriously misguided predecessor, behaviorist John Watson. Watson admonished mothers not to pamper and indulge their babies. In picking up a baby when she cried, Watson warned, a mother would spoil her, conditioning the baby to cry more and become clingy. Fortunately, my dog-eared Penguin paperback of On Attachment had convinced me otherwise.

Like all little primates, infants born in the line of apes that would evolve into Homo sapiens sought security through constant contact. My little human was well within her rights to do so. Out on the savannas of Plio-Pleistocene Africa, in humankind’s “Environment of Evolutionary Adaptedness” (Bowlby’s now widely adopted phrase), being out of touch was tantamount to death. Of course babies desperately seek contact with their mother! The more secure my daughter felt about my commitment, the more self-assured, confident, and independent Katrinka would grow up to be.

Combined with my background, this evolutionary indoctrination meant that I was only grateful that my husband, a clinical fellow in infectious diseases with demanding hours, helped as much as he did. Although Dan did not engage in much hands-on care of our new baby, he helped more than most professional men of our generation did. Even if prehistoric men were no longer striding off to hunt and lug an antelope back to camp for women and children (the standard narrative back then),3 their twentieth-century human descendants were commuting to remunerative occupations, leaving women home to care for the babies.

Ambitious in my own right, however, I grew increasingly ambivalent about being on call 24/7. To give me more time to write, I eventually arranged for a series of au pairs to live with us—always female. Neither Dan nor I ever questioned the naturalness of this division of labor. Ours was a conviction shared both by his colleagues in medicine and mine in evolutionary biology. Whether or not they had heard of Bowlby or knew about attachment theory, this sexual division of labor was taken for granted: women nurtured, and men competed for status in the wider world where they earned a living.

It was around this time that my post-doctoral advisor at Harvard, the brash and brilliant evolutionary theorist Robert Trivers, confided to a journalist writing a story about my research, “My own view is that Sarah ought to devote more time and study and thought to raising a healthy daughter. That way misery won’t keep travelling down the generations.”4 Needless to say, my professor’s remarks were prominently published in the Boston Globe Sunday magazine with a picture right on the cover of me nursing newborn Katrinka.

My famously outspoken advisor had had the misfortune to say out loud to a reporter what many, probably most, Harvard college professors back then (all male, of course) also thought. Decades later Professor Trivers would tell another reporter how much he regretted that comment.5 But here’s the thing. Even though I was aware that my mentor was not sacrificing his personal ambitions to care for his own children, rather than feel indignant, I was consumed by self-doubt. Deep down, I feared Trivers might be right. After all, so far as babies were concerned, whether the parenting advice came from Watson, Bowlby, or Benjamin Spock, the word “parent” back then primarily meant “mother.” The literature in fields like developmental psychology and evolutionary anthropology was quite definitive on this point.6

By the birth of our third child, Niko (named for my personal hero, Nobel Prize-winning ethologist Niko Tinbergen), we were living in California. Instead of serving as a part-time volunteer at the Harvard Yard Child Care Center my children attended in Cambridge, I had been appointed a full professor at the University of California, Davis, hired as a “target of opportunity” by an institution whose medical school was eager to recruit my husband. Because Dan was still working long hours at the hospital and I would be waking up at night anyway to breastfeed, we decided that Dan might as well set up a tent in the back yard of our suburban Davis home. This way, as Dan put it, “at least one of us would get a good night’s sleep!” No one back then mentioned maternity leave to me, much less paternity leave for Dan.



Enter the “New” Father

That was then. It’s hard to explain to my daughters just how much has changed over the decades between my birth in 1946 and the writing of this book. It was 1964 when I graduated from high school and enrolled in my grandmother and mother’s alma mater, Wellesley College. I had no interest in babies, but if I had happened to browse the first edition of Benjamin Spock’s just-published bestseller Baby and Child Care, I would have read that “Some fathers have been brought up to think that the care of babies and children is the mother’s job entirely. But a father can be a warm father and a real man at the same time.” Dr. Spock then added, “Of course, I don’t mean the father has to give just as many bottles or change just as many diapers as the mother. But it’s fine for him to do these things occasionally.” It’s even “nice for him, if he can to go along to the doctor’s office for the baby’s regular visits.”7 Taking baby to the pediatrician was still the mother’s job. Fathers, it was presumed, were occupied by more important things.8

This same presumption was brought home to me two years later, when, as a twenty-year-old, I transferred from Wellesley, a women’s college, to Radcliffe, then the women’s part of Harvard. There I encountered a male-dominated world where women were still not allowed in the undergraduate library. The year I graduated, there was not a single woman professor at Harvard College, the lone specimen having retired the year before. When I returned to Harvard to pursue a PhD, I became Professor Irven DeVore’s first female graduate student. Even after I completed my degree and had published my second book, my mentor would see no reason for me to pursue a career. When asked about my availability by colleagues from one of the very few anthropology departments eager to hire someone tainted by sociobiology (highly controversial in those days), he replied “Oh, Sarah. She’s married to a doctor.…” He proceeded to recommend another of his recent PhDs, also married, but male.9

Today, with the women’s movement and the (far from complete) lapsing of patriarchal mindsets, women wander freely through the stacks of Lamont library. Indeed, more women than men attend and finish college. By 2018 more college-educated women than men were entering the U.S. workforce.10 Yet no transformation has so caught me off guard, or so astounded me, as the emergence of hairless, bipedal male apes assiduously and tenderly caring for babies, some of them full-time.



Unanticipated Quantums of Tenderness

It was in 2014, with the birth of our first grandchild, that for the first time in my life I found myself watching a man totally immersed in nurturing a baby, and doing so entirely by choice. Anatomically speaking, I am not certain what it means to say “my heart swelled.” But that is how I felt as I watched my daughter’s husband David (born in 1978 at the tail end of Gen X) standing before a plastic bassinet, shirtsleeves pushed high exposing hairy arms, as manly hands gently wiped the rose-petal softness of his newborn son’s tiny body with a soapy cloth (figure 1.2).

Watching him, I marveled at the sight of “Man the Hunter” at a bassinet and was suffused with gratitude. As my mind traveled back over all the infant care I had seen before, I was also struck by its strangeness. This was completely new to me. “Wonderful!” mused the mother and grandmother in me. Then the evolutionary anthropologist in me intervened. “How could this be happening?” Was paternal care of a newborn really as unusual as my personal history and academic training had led me to assume? If not, how could male apes possess the potential to respond so tenderly to the needs of a tiny baby? How could men become so selflessly engrossed? Whence this quantum of tenderness?

Back when our first child was born, my husband Dan had been right there in the delivery room, the last place in the world my own father and his contemporaries would have chosen to be. But after we came home from the hospital, primary responsibility for infant care fell to me. In time, that responsibility was increasingly divided between me and other women hired to help as I realized how much 24/7 care a human baby needs, and for how long, because little humans mature so slowly. No one could or should do this alone, but it was other women I turned to and hired for help. It would not have occurred to me to expect a man to take over care of such a vulnerable little creature. Now, however, before my eyes in the second decade of the twenty-first century, my son-in-law was ever so delicately drying his newborn baby in a soft towel, laying him on a pad, expertly diapering and swaddling him while the baby looked up at him, comfortable and secure. Not long after, when my son Niko’s daughter was born, I watched as he followed suit.

In the twenty-first century, it is no longer the least unusual for American fathers to choose to be present in the delivery room, to hold their baby against their naked chest, skin to skin, right after birth, night or day, ready to respond to the needs of the tiniest infants. I watched with awe as my son and his men friends joined this cohort of really new new fathers, immersed in hands-on nurture of newborns, some having negotiated extended leave from work to do so.

[image: ]
FIGURE 1.2. David, then assistant principal at Hunter College High School in New York, could take extended time off to care for his new baby thanks to accrued sick leave and his public school’s liberal paternity leave policy, while Katrinka—a teacher at a private school which then had a less generous parental leave policy—continued working. (S. B. Hrdy)



Even though I had failed to anticipate the changes afoot, ever-astute ethnographer Margaret Mead had noticed. Perhaps Mead’s early research in New Guinea primed her sensibilities. In her 1935 classic Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies, Mead had contrasted fathers among the gentle Arapesh with those among the fierce, quarrelsome head-hunting Mundugumor. Unlike Mundugumor men, Arapesh fathers were mild, responsive, and quite “maternal,” frequently helping to care for babies when the mother had her garden or other work to attend to. Mundugumor men, by contrast, almost never offered help with caretaking. Mead concluded that the differences between men in these ethnically similar groups were culturally produced. When she noticed that some “responsible” men in her own post-industrial, more-or-less post-feminist tribe were also beginning to engage in direct infant care, she attributed their unusual behavior to culture as well. In her words, “motherhood is a biological necessity, but fatherhood a social invention.”

Mead’s assessment would resonate for years to come. When the business journalist Michael Lewis wrote his affectionate memoir Home Game: An Accidental Guide to Fatherhood, he echoed Mead’s mantra: “Maternal love may be instinctive, but paternal love is learned behavior.” No doubt. But could culture alone, along with changes in household economics and societal expectations, fully explain my son-in-law’s depth of emotion and exquisitely tender 2:00 a.m. responsiveness?

As I scoured the literature for insight into what was going on, I was reminded of an old friend, the developmental psychologist Michael Lamb. Back in the 1980s, Lamb had traveled to Sweden to study how fathers there care for children. By then, changes in family dynamics in Nordic countries were well underway, encouraged by government policies including generous paternal leave.11 In the course of his research, Lamb became convinced that “with the exception of lactation, there is no evidence that women are biologically predisposed to be better parents than men are. Social conventions, not biological imperatives, underlie the traditional division of parental responsibilities.”12 As if to illustrate his point (and also to support his wife, who was in medical school), Michael practiced what he preached. When he traveled to Davis to deliver a prestigious lecture at my university, he brought his young son with him, to be cared for jointly with my children at our house.

Lamb and others would go on to compile reports on paternal care for a range of countries, as well as from different communities in this country.13 Across cultures, some degree of direct male care was reported for 40 percent of societies studied, but the men’s ministrations rarely amounted to much.14 In one of the first detailed studies of hunter-gather infancy, among the !Kung or (as they’re more often referred to now) Ju/’hoansi people of the Kalahari region of Botswana, anthropologist Melvin Konner reported that men were around babies a lot, but only held really little babies some 3 percent of daylight hours.15

Then, in 1992, Barry Hewlett published Intimate Fathers, about paternal care among Central African foragers, the Aka. Aka fathers spent nearly 50 percent of each 24-hour period within arms’ reach of their infants, hugging, nuzzling or kissing them some 9 percent of that time, actually holding one- to four-month-old babies as much as 22 percent of the time, the highest rate of paternal involvement ever recorded.16 Far from the short, intense play bouts that Western fathers count as “quality time,” Aka fathers spent hours lounging around camp in relaxed, intimate proximity to babies and older children, just “being there.”

This was very different from what Hewlett had been led to expect from the writings of Sigmund Freud or even the great attachment theorist John Bowlby. Both had assumed that prior to the “Oedipal stage” around three to five years of age, fathers played little part in a child’s development.17 Yet Hewlett could not help noticing how emotionally attuned to their infants Aka fathers became, and their babies to them, after so much time in intimate proximity.18 Even among these Central African paragons of paternal care, however, mothers and other women still provided most of the direct care for babies in the first six months or so, consistent with what is known among anthropologists as “the primary caretaker hypothesis.”19 It would be the twenty-first century before I encountered instances of men taking on such a role.

The twenty-first century was when, right before my eyes, I watched men like my son-in-law acting as self-selected subjects in a unique, ongoing natural experiment. From the first hour after birth, David took on equal, sometimes more than equal, responsibility for his son. Nor was David an “n of 1.” Around the country, in the same maternity wards where, back in the 1950s, newborns had been promptly whisked away and taken to neon-lit nurseries, today fathers and mothers alike are encouraged to start bonding right from birth. At some hospitals, illustrated posters urge men to hold their newborns close, shirtless if possible, so as to enhance skin-to-skin contact (figure 1.3).
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FIGURE 1.3. By the 21st century, new dads like fatherhood expert Lee Gettler (see chapter 4 and 8) make a point of initiating skin-to-skin bonding right from birth, then continue close contact long after. (Courtesy of Lee Gettler and family)


By 2016 even the famously conservative American Academy of Pediatrics was taking notice. They issued a detailed report about the need for family doctors to accommodate men who show up with children for their check-ups,20 or even, like my son-in-law, take it upon themselves to make the appointment. Once in the doctor’s office, David would produce detailed charts using an app on his cell phone where he had entered each feeding (how much and when), each poop, hours slept, along with any developmental milestones. In fact, these days, dads needing advice on caring for their newborn can log on to sites like “The ultimate rookie dad guide to newborns.” The site specifically promises to teach fathers how to change a newborn’s diaper—the very behavior that, back when I was growing up, I had never seen a man engage in.21

How to explain this novel organism? Especially in a polarized country during an era rife with contradictions? This, after all, was the same period when another “Man the Hunter” could brag that he never changed his children’s diapers, that he would “supply the funds,” but his wife would “take care of the kids,”22 presumably because we are humans and “Man is the most vicious of animals” engaged in “a series of battles ending in victory or defeat.”23 This was the man who in 2016 would be elected president of the United States. All the while, in the same country, other men with very different definitions of masculinity were sensitively responding to babies and prioritizing nurture.



New Definitions of Masculinity

Already by the last decades of the nineteenth century there were hints that definitions of masculinity might be softening. Perhaps it was to compensate for being away from home so much, or because men overly preoccupied by “breadwinning” were seeking additional meaning to their lives. In any event, fathers started to become more involved in the psychological development of their children. Come the twentieth century, an increasing number of American fathers were becoming companionable guides to their children, buddies rather than bosses. Many attended parent-teacher meetings, read advice columns, and sought advice from newly minted “experts” on child development. Historians of the American family like Robert Griswold labeled these men “New Fathers.”24 Equipped with rubber-nippled baby bottles and formula, men as well as mothers could nourish little babies. Focused as they were on character development, however, these “New Fathers” still emphasized “proper” (read “binary”) sex roles both for themselves and for their children. They stopped short of taking over quotidian hands-on care of tiny babies.

With the growth of the women’s movements and the life-transforming availability of reliable birth control, a morphing of gender roles was underway that would only gain steam as increasing legal rights for all genders generated new opportunities. It was 1993 when Ruth Bader Ginsburg, riding this groundswell, was confirmed as a justice on the U.S. Supreme Court. Years before, during a sojourn in Sweden, Justice Ginsburg had witnessed firsthand what policies promoting male involvement in childcare could do. She saw no reason why men like her husband could not be more engaged in childcare. Once seated on the court, the “notorious R.B.G.” used her lofty position to promote gender equality and continued expansion of educational and employment opportunities for women.



New Economic and Career Opportunities for Women

In 1970 I had been my Harvard professor’s first female graduate student. Four decades later, in 2010, 40 percent or more of U.S. researchers were women.25 Ten years after that, women earned slightly over half of all PhDs awarded in the U.S. Today, women also make up half of entering medical and law school classes.26 When I was born only 16 percent of women with children were counted as employed outside the home.27 By 1977, when I bore my first child, that proportion had doubled to 35 percent, doubling again by 2000, then slowing.28 Around 75 percent of women were working outside the home in 2019 when COVID-19 hit. As families were quarantined and childcare alternatives shut down, some 1.3 million mothers dropped out of the workforce to care for infants and toddlers, only to re-enter it four years later.29 Even in the face of these rises and falls in women’s labor participation, and even as the earlier steep rate of increase in professional opportunities slowed,30 expectations for how much help men would provide at home kept rising.

Between the time I finished high school (1964) and the birth of my first grandson, the average number of hours per week that men spent in childcare more than doubled. Still, the baseline for this massive increase was a mere two and a half hours per week, which probably sounds more impressive than it felt to harried mothers who continued to supply the bulk of childcare. Yet, double it did. Meanwhile, of 70 million U.S. fathers in 2012, 189,000 were single fathers caring for children without a partner. Of 352,000 gay male couples, 10 percent were opting to raise children.31 At the beginning of the pandemic, almost a quarter of a million children were being cared for by fathers full-time, and nearly two million preschoolers part-time.32 Whatever the exact numbers are today, I guarantee that they are unprecedented.



An Unprecedented Situation

By the dawn of the twenty-first century, social scientists were recording substantial increases in “fathering time” among American fathers. Dads directly engaged with children for a little over an hour on weekdays, perhaps three hours a day on weekends. Even though increases were higher for fathers with college degrees,33 across the board both parents were spending more time with children than in prior decades. Men, even when mothers are working full time, still do not care for children as much as mothers, yet fathers these days are twice as likely as mothers to say they don’t have enough time with their children.34

As American fathers became more engaged in childcare, enlightened employers took note. Even before the pandemic there was more talk about “flex” time and paternity leave, and more was offered as employers encountered the tight post-pandemic labor market. Clearly, education, women’s greater participation in the workforce and with it, higher expectations for what fathers should do, as well as increased enthusiasm for “equal rights” among Gen Xers and Millennials, all factor in. So, I suspect, does the increased leverage that women derive from being able to decide when they get pregnant, or whether they become pregnant at all. But fathers too seem to enjoy their unprecedented range of options.

Men’s options include contracting with a surrogate to bear a child, using either their own or donated sperm. Fathers doing so can become the primary caretaker right from birth. On my bulletin board I have a photograph of American newsman Anderson Cooper, a gay man who “never thought it would be possible to have a child,” cradling his newborn son, so “sweet, soft and healthy,” as he proudly, openly, joyfully announced this birth via surrogacy to a mostly supportive American audience. The same year, 2021, U.S. Secretary of Transportation Pete Buttigieg and his husband Chasten adopted newborn twins, a boy and a girl, and gleefully posted a family portrait on Twitter (figure 1.4).
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FIGURE 1.4. When Pete Buttigieg became the first United States cabinet secretary to take two months of paid paternal leave, he posted this image on Twitter. (https://twitter.com/PeteButtigieg/status/1434167993769111552)




Really New “New Fathers”

Not everyone was pleased by such rapid change. When in 2018 the American Psychological Association issued new guidelines for “masculinity,” there was an uproar of protest. According to critics, the expanded definitions “demonized maleness” and feminized men. Some of the authors received death threats.35 A Wall Street Journal opinion piece that year by the mother of three sons asked, “Why must we pretend that men and women are the same or that masculinity is the problem?” The writer, a mother, considered it essential to let boys be boys and grow up to be manly, for “The world needs strong men. Without them, who will protect the ‘village’ from enemies?”36 Consciously or not, this mother was echoing the consensus of more than a few evolutionists, a conviction that I talk about more in the next chapter. For her the role of men was to serve as warriors defending their group against other groups. Margaret Mead herself had foreseen a different “danger” should the entrepreneurial Western men of her own society start to “delight in parenthood” the way mothers do. What if fathering were to prove as “seductive to young men” as to mothers and thereby render them less creative or innovative?37 It may have been this concern that prompted Mead to remind readers that “The care of very young infants by their father is something that no former civilization has encouraged among their educated and responsible men.”

Around the world today, right-wing strongmen play upon such fears. They rally populist support touting their masculinity. Some lead motorcycle rallies, appear shirtless on horseback, or publicly boast about their testosterone levels or penis size. Vladimir Putin’s declaration that “teaching gender fluidity” was “a crime against humanity” echoes Mead’s concern on steroids—literally.38 But even as patriarchal traditionalists hold militant rallies, others are spreading different cultural memes, like the just-released and widely circulated emoji of a pregnant man.
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As will become clear in later chapters, tensions over sex roles and parental responsibilities go far back in time. But today they are playing out in previously uncharted waters as more and more men are not only caring for little babies, but luxuriating in being able to do so. For me, though, what is even more stunning than the societal, legal, and technological changes allowing for this transformation is the emerging evidence of what happens inside men. Not only do men prove as responsive as mothers, but some become every bit as emotionally engrossed in babies, as powerfully bonded, and even as “addicted” to their babies as mothers are.

As a scientist I have spent most of my adult life researching human and other primates’ reproductive strategies, particularly how males and females evolved to produce, invest in, and rear offspring, and what it takes for offspring in different environments to survive.39 How had I (and so many of my colleagues) failed to notice such obviously biologically based nurturing potentials in men? Before turning to what neuroscientists and other researchers are now learning about what happens in men when they become intimately engaged in baby care, it’s worth considering why it took so long for evolutionarily minded researchers like myself to even consider the subject worth investigating.








2
Rethinking Man’s “Unfortunate Birthright”




Man is the rival of other men; he delights in competition, and this leads to ambition which passes too easily into selfishness. These latter qualities seem to be his natural and unfortunate birthright.

—CHARLES DARWIN, 18711




Females Are Mammals’ Natural Nurturers

Why did it take so long for scientists to consider the existence of nurturing potentials in men? The most obvious explanation is that nurturing behavior by men was so rarely on display. I was reminded of this a while back when a close colleague, an expert on parental care among tribal peoples in Amazonia, asked me what I was working on. When I replied, “A book about the nurturing potential of men,” there was a pause, then a chuckle before he said: “Well, Sarah, this one is going to be a short book.” I might as well have announced that I was going off to document the feeding habits of the Yeti, or some other fictional creature.

My colleague’s skepticism was understandable. Like me, he was an evolutionary anthropologist acutely aware that humans fall in the class Mammalia. Of some 5,400 species of mammals in the world, direct male care of babies occurs in only some 5 percent of them.2 Furthermore, none of the males among our closest ape relations routinely take care of new babies, nor do men in any of hundreds of human societies.3 Furthermore, until recently, almost all biopsychological research on mammalian parental care focused on mothers. Indeed, the most scientifically rigorous of these studies were done with laboratory animals, and the mother was the only individual other than her babies in the cage.

This biopsychological research documents female mammals being exquisitely well adapted to nurture their young. And why not? The mother is the creature guaranteed to be right there, on hand when newborns squeeze out of her body into the world. It is she who is equipped to keep babies hydrated, nourished, and immunized via tailor-made secretions from her mammary glands. With the emergence of mammals 220 million years ago, a mother’s presence became the sine qua non for infant survival. Lest the new mother respond to the sudden appearance of little interlopers by attacking them, hormonal changes over weeks or months prior to birth prepare her instead to tolerate them, lick them clean, and imprint on their scent. She may even assist as newborns wriggle their way to her milk glands and begin to suckle.

Through the latter half of the twentieth century, biopsychologists worked out the hormonal mechanisms during gestation that ensure this happens. It was 1968 when psychologist Jay Rosenblatt, often referred to as “the father of mothering,” demonstrated that blood transfused from a recently delivered mother rat into a virgin female who had never even mated caused her to spontaneously begin to lick and retrieve pups, hovering protectively over them as if to suckle.4 Estrogen and other hormones course through the mother rat’s bloodstream during gestation, activating downstream changes, including the release of affiliation-promoting oxytocin and a multipurpose, jack-of-all trades hormone called prolactin. Just as its name suggests, this hormone promotes lactation—and more.5 Rising prolactin levels not only stimulate mammary glands and cause breasts to swell in preparation for nursing babies, they also modulate the mother’s stress responses so that rather than fearing or attacking tiny strangers that suddenly materialize in her nest, she is primed to nurture them instead.

After birth, the neuropeptide oxytocin, which stimulated uterine contractions during labor, also helps promote affiliative impulses so mothers want their baby close. A baby tugging on a mother’s nipples stimulates release of still more oxytocin and the letdown of milk. As sweet, oxytocin-laced milk spurts into the sucking baby’s mouth, the baby ingests his or her own calming dose of this peptide, returning the maternal favor by snuggling comfortably close and falling asleep. Neurobiologist Sue Carter, about whom we’ll learn more in chapter 6, doesn’t view oxytocin as causing such bonds. Rather, she likens its effects to “a physiological metaphor” for feeling safe, an elixir inspiring good memories of being close to this other individual, leaving both partners eager to be close again, and leading them, over time, to become “attached.”6 Some of the neurophysiological underpinnings of the emotions we call “love” trace back to these first glimmerings of caring about someone outside oneself.7

Twentieth-century revelations about mother-infant bonding fell short of proving that females are the only sex equipped to care for others. But they accorded so well with what people already assumed that there was little impetus to challenge received wisdom. Women were viewed as the natural nurturers, and by extension assumed to be innately more empathetic than men are. Charles Darwin himself had suggested that “Woman seems to differ from man in mental dispositions, chiefly in her greater tenderness and less selfishness,” concluding that “Woman, owing to her maternal instincts, displays these qualities towards her infants in an eminent degree; therefore it is likely that she would often extend them towards her fellow-creatures.”8

We couldn’t know for sure that mothers were innately more capable of caring for others than men are, but Darwin’s presumption made sense, especially for mammals. Until recently, we had little reason to question it. I certainly didn’t. Even after it became increasingly clear that the same neuroendocrinological networks and substances that encourage bonds between mothers and infants provide the bauplan, the template, for other social bonds, such as pair bonds between the sexes,9 the possibility that men might be naturally just as responsive to babies as mothers are remained unexplored.


Outside Mammaldom

While psychobiological research on mammalian parenting focused on mothers, zoologists studying other vertebrates were aware that in animals lacking internal fertilization, gestation, and lactation, males not infrequently provide some care. Among egg-laying birds, for example, both sexes tend broods and provision chicks, the common pattern for some 90 percent of 10,000 well-studied species. Furthermore, some dinosaur-like ancestors of birds probably had mostly male incubation of oversize eggs laid by females who may or may not have stayed around to incubate them.10

This ancestral pattern is still found among birds in an avian lineage known as ratites. Among ostriches, for example, mothers and fathers take turns incubating eggs and caring for chicks, while among other ratites, including emus, rheas, and cassowaries, care is almost exclusively provided by fathers. After chicks hatch it is their father who watches over them. Having better things to do, the polyandrous mother hen has already moved on to forage and amass the resources she needs to produce more enormous eggs to deposit with additional males. Once her eggs hatch, the cassowary male will tend those chicks for up to nine months as they wander the rainforests of New Guinea and Australia, learning how to make their way in the world.

Meanwhile, of 28,000 species of fish, only 25 percent or so exhibit parental care. But among those that do, males are more likely than mothers to tend young, again leaving mothers free to forage, grow, and produce more eggs.11 Males hover near nests, fanning, aerating, and protecting clutches left in their territory, most of them eggs fertilized by the occupant. When eggs hatch, that male may continue to protect fry for a time, or even, in some species, provision them with nutritious mucus secreted on their scaly bodies.12

External fertilization of eggs laid within their territory provides male fish with a reliable cue for identifying batches containing developing young that are likely to be their own. Even if some “sneaker” male slips in and fertilizes a few, never mind. Protecting some extras while guarding a whole clutch containing his progeny does not require much additional energy. Meanwhile, the cost of not protecting a batch containing his own would be exorbitant. Some males even take protection a notch further, as in the case of Lake Tanganyika’s “mouth-brooding” cichlids. Fathers improve the survival odds of young likely to be their own by sequestering eggs inside their mouths or gill pouches, ceasing to eat and essentially starving themselves for days until fully developed fry swim out of their refuge.

Alas, such oral seraglios are not entirely foolproof. Occasionally eggs are fertilized by a “sneaker” male who zips in to fertilize a few before the mouth-brooder can sequester them all.13 Enter Nature’s paragons of certain paternity: seahorses, pipefish, and sea dragons, among whom females inject eggs inside a male’s specially prepared brood pouch, to be fertilized and then incubated inside him. We might as well call what comes next “pregnancy.” Developing embryos are supplied there with oxygen from capillaries in surrounding male tissue. As pregnancy progresses, the chemical composition of the pouch fluid obligingly changes to more closely resemble the composition of the salt water outside, reducing the shock to the young once born. Prolactin, the same hormone that promotes lactation in mammals, was recruited to promote enzymatic breakdown of the egg chorion, producing a “placental” fluid that nourishes the embryos inside their father.14 Labor is stimulated by isotocin, the molecular homolog of the mammalian neuropeptide oxytocin that triggered my own labor contractions when I gave birth, a subject returned to in chapter 12 (figure 2.1).

Fish, then, followed by amphibians, were among the earliest vertebrates to exhibit parental care. More often than not the main caretaker in those early cases was male. However, in none of the myriad instances of piscine, amphibian, and avian parents constructing nests and tending eggs, fry, tadpoles, and chicks can we detect much in the way of the emotions we humans associate with “caring” for another individual. The closest to affection in fish I can think of is an observation of a seahorse female just after she had transferred her eggs: lingering near her mate, gazing at him, their tails intimately entwined.15 But do such acts really qualify as one fish caring about another? My guess is that what most of us think of as caring or empathic emotions are confined to mammals, growing out of our deep history of lactation with mothers and infants forging bonds with one another.

[image: ]
FIGURE 2.1. After weeks of enjoying oxygen, room and board safely sequestered inside their Korean seahorse father (Hippocampus haema), dozens of tiny sea foals spray out of a slit in his bulging belly. The labor contractions expelling them were stimulated by isotocin, the fishy homolog of mammalian oxytocin. Once adrift amid the ocean plankton, only a tiny fraction will survive. (© Tony Wu / www.tony-wu.com)




A Less-Examined Minority

Once mammals evolved, maternal care became their default mode. Direct paternal care of infants was the exception, found in only a minority of these furry, warm-blooded creatures. Furthermore, most of the rodents, carnivores, prosimians, and New World monkeys that do exhibit paternal care of infants inhabit out-of-the way locales, living high in treetops or tending their young underground. Few naturalists had opportunities to witness males tending babies. Out of sight, out of mind.

The very first published description of paternal care in a primate comes courtesy of little South American marmosets kept as pets in an eighteenth-century London garden. Their owner, subsequently memorialized in primatological lore as “the obliging Mrs. Cannon,” was the genteel midwife to Britain’s royal family. Fluffy, skittering little marmosets were the rage in European society then, worn as fashion accessories—perched on shoulders and shyly darting in and out of billowing sleeves. This is how naturalist and artist George Edwards came to be invited to observe and draw them. Edwards watched as the mother marmoset carried her twins about until, to his amazement, “she … tired of them” and began to “rub them off against the wall.” It was the father who scooped the discarded babies up. It was he who “immediately takes the care of them and suffers them to hang on his back for a while to ease the female” (figure 2.2).

With the twentieth-century emergence of field primatology, fathers turned out to be similarly obliging among “monogamously” mated pairs of Central and South American tamarins and marmosets—monogamous, that is, except that naturally occurring families may contain more than one male, with the mother mating polyandrously with several of them. Subsequently, all might help to carry about and even provision her offspring. Something similar happens in packs of Cape hunting dogs: several males may return to the den after a successful kill and regurgitate partially digested meat into the mouths of eager pups waiting there.

By the second half of the twentieth century, scientists were beginning to learn quite a bit about the private lives of mammals with male care. A few even gained celebrity status, like the little raccoon “dogs” of Japan. Temples are erected across Japan in honor of raccoon dogs (little canids more like foxes than dogs), among whom fathers routinely help mates provision pups. But the prize for celebrity probably goes to the African meerkats, among whom males cooperate in babysitting and provisioning pups, as well as mentoring youngsters while they learn to catch and kill prey for themselves. The family lives of cooperatively breeding meerkats can now be watched on their own highly successful, multi-season sitcom called Meerkat Manor.

Clearly, it was no longer possible to ignore the existence of paternal care in animals. But the mammals with paternal care, including the primates among them, all happen to be very distantly related to humans. The closest to an exception is found among a single species of lesser ape, the siamangs in the genus Symphalangus. Like all the lesser apes, siamangs are mostly monogamous, and twelve months or so after the female gives birth, she turns her nearly weaned but still nursing baby over to its father to tote while she devotes herself to foraging. By taking the load off, her mate helps shorten the time until she can become pregnant again and the two can produce another baby.16 However, the ancestors of siamangs split off from the line leading to great apes in the family Hominidae (chimpanzees, bonobos, gorillas, orangutans, and humans) over 23 million years ago.
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FIGURE 2.2. The first published account of paternal care in primates accompanied George Edwards’s hand-colored engraving of the common marmoset (Callithrix jacchus) in his multivolume Gleanings of Natural History, published between 1758 and 1764. Centuries later, marmosets are becoming model organisms for studying male care in mammals.



The main primate exemplars of male care are found among our more-distant relatives: Central and South American monkeys such as cooperatively breeding marmosets, tamarins, monogamously mated owl and titi monkeys, as well as among some prosimians, even more distantly related to humans. (Check out figure 2.3 for a sampling of insects, fish, amphibians, birds, and mammals with male care).

Given the rarity of male care in mammals and the fact that almost all the hormonal and other physiological evidence for parental behavior derived from mothers, biologists were surprised when, in 1982, British zoologists studying common marmosets (the same species that the “obliging Mrs. Cannon” kept in her London garden) reported a fivefold increase in prolactin levels in marmoset fathers helping to carry and care for their babies.17 By this time, prolactin had been well studied, but it was primarily known for its role in maternal reproductive functions involving pregnancy and lactation. The suggestion that prolactin might be associated with parental behavior in males was so unexpected that some scientists even questioned whether the report could be correct. Others wondered if perhaps the elevated prolactin levels were just a stress response experienced by males after being captured to have their blood sampled. But no. The finding of higher levels of prolactin in males caring for babies was soon replicated among other males in that sliver of mammaldom with male care, including California mice and cotton-top tamarins.18

Not long afterward, two scientists were sufficiently intrigued by reports of higher prolactin levels in males caring for babies that they, independently, sampled a handful of human males just after they too had been holding a baby close. Both confirmed elevated prolactin levels after men held babies, but their findings (admittedly based on small samples) attracted little attention and remained unpublished.19 With so few observations of men caring for little babies, studying what happened when they did hardly seemed worthwhile.
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FIGURE 2.3. Artist and naturalist Isabella Kirkland’s imaginary menagerie of species with male care is lorded over by a nearly six-foot-tall male cassowary. After weeks tending the enormous blue eggs laid in his territory by a passing hen, he will shepherd the hatchlings to independence. Above him are a pair of mallee fowl. Together both parents excavate a deep pit and bury the fertilized eggs, covering them with rotting vegetation. Then, for nine months, the father alone tends their incubation chamber, aerating overheated eggs as needed, till the chicks hatch, claw up through the soil, and scurry off. Such dadly diligence dates back to the earliest vertebrates, our now extinct aquatic forefathers whose fishy descendants still tend eggs and fry today. Check out the brood-tending cichlids from Africa’s Lake Tanganyika who have found their way into the pool at the bottom. A South American golden lion tamarin male is about to snatch one and scurry back to the treetops to offer his prey to the twins being carried by their mother, or perhaps by another male. Like the tamarins and marmosets glimpsed through the leaves, male birds such as the New Zealand pūkeko (bottom left) share care of young who are likely, but not certainly, their own. All are “cooperative breeders,” meaning group members other than parents help care for young. So are the African wild dogs just above, the meerkats to their right, and the California acorn woodpecker flying in from the far right; way below him, a dunnock male pecks a prospective mate’s cloaca (to remove the sperm of his rivals!). In contrast, the wide-eyed owl monkey male, above, is that rarity, a truly monogamous mammal among whom a male can be virtually certain that the baby he carries about is his own. Flexibly provided male care by tiny poison dart frogs, prairie voles, and dwarf hamsters will be discussed in later chapters. For a key to species in this painting, visit https://www.citrona.com/father-time-book-sarah-blaffer-hrdy. (Father Time © Isabella Kirkland / photo Ben Blackwell)


Rarity of paternal care in mammals was not the only reason that men’s nurturing potentials failed to attract much scientific interest. Just as important was the human tendency to mostly see what we expect to see. Given prevalent opinions about “the nature of man,” whether among scientists or the public at large, nurturing males were hard to imagine.



Males Behaving Badly Rather Than Dadly

The die was cast as far back as Darwin, with naturalists mostly noticing what they expected to see. Think back to 1859, when arguably the greatest of them all finally published the Origin of Species. In it, Darwin laid out his theory of evolution by natural selection. Natural selection, as he explained, refers to the “struggle for existence,” such that those organisms best suited to their current environments would be most likely to survive and pass on the traits that had proved helpful (genes of course had not yet been discovered). Concluding the Origin, Darwin tantalizingly hinted that, with his theory, “Much light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.” But otherwise Darwin saved this fraught topic for later.

“Later” arrived in 1871 with The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex. In The Descent of Man Darwin shared his inspired guess that humans must have evolved in Africa from apes resembling today’s gorillas and chimpanzees. It was also in The Descent of Man that he more fully elaborated his ideas about the very special type of natural selection he called “sexual selection,” the struggle not for survival but for access to mates. Sexual selection occurs when one sex, usually the female, invests more in offspring than the other sex, while the other sex invests more in the competition for mates.20

To Darwin and successive generations of evolutionary biologists, sexual selection provided the key to understanding not just sex differences, but the nature of men: like males in so many animal species, human males were sexually selected to compete with rival males for status, and to be chosen by females or otherwise gain access to them as a sexual partner. In the case of mankind, sexual selection was responsible not just for broad shoulders, beards, and baritone voices, but for men’s obsession with status and their competitive and potentially violent impulses, which Darwin termed man’s “natural and unfortunate birthright.”

By comparison, woman’s role seemed more passive, except that she might occasionally be fortunate or autonomous enough to be able to “choose” which male she mated with. In that case, the female would presumably select the best available male. Her choice seemed especially important for mammals, since females’ reproductive potential was constrained by a finite supply of slowly deteriorating eggs, and their fertilization would be followed by gestation and even costlier lactation. In primates, both gestation and lactation last especially long.

Thus Darwin assumed that after giving birth, a human female would be likely to prioritize keeping alive offspring she had already invested so much in. Such caring priorities would lead to “her greater tenderness and less selfishness.”21 For a human male, however, what was most relevant was his status in relation to other men. That status could affect not only his access to fertile females, but also his likelihood of being chosen as a mate. As Darwin summed up the situation, this is why a man naturally feels himself to be “the rival of other men,” an ape who “delights in competition,” with inner impulses leading “to ambition which passes too easily into selfishness.”22

It was not until graduate school that I was exposed to Darwin. But, truth to tell, growing up in Texas I did not need to study The Descent of Man in order to absorb its message about man’s “unfortunate” nature. Versions of that message circulated widely. I was still in high school in 1961 when the first of Robert Ardrey’s Nature of Man series, African Genesis: A Personal Investigation into the Animal Origins and Nature of Man, came out. It was followed five years later by The Territorial Imperative: A Personal Inquiry into the Animal Origins of Property and Nations. Both were immediate bestsellers, translated into many languages, and inspired Stanley Kubrick’s blockbuster 1968 movie, 2001: A Space Odyssey.

I doubt if anyone who saw that film could forget Kubrick’s opening “Dawn of Man” scene (but if you missed it, you can catch the trailer on YouTube). It depicts a band of chimpanzee-like ape-men milling around in the desert. One of them picks up a large bone, stands tall, and exults as he recognizes its potential as a tool. This was around the time that Jane Goodall’s observations among the chimpanzees at Gombe Stream Reserve in Tanzania were elevating chimpanzees to the status of “Man’s” fellow toolmakers. Although Goodall’s observations mostly involved female chimpanzees streamlining twigs to use to probe termite mounds for edible insects, the filmmakers had different ideas. On the approach of a rival group of ape-men, the male holding the tool quickly realizes he can use it to bash other males. Standing erect, hair piloerected, and vocalizing loudly, he proceeds to club a rival male to death while Richard Strauss’s Also Sprach Zarathustra thunders away.

Smaller apes cowering in the background could be readily identified as females, since live baby chimps had been introduced to the set and clung to the costumed actors. Bladders full of milk were attached to the “females’ ” padded breasts, even though the poor babies were too terrified to avail themselves of it. Further adding to verisimilitude, Kubrick had had his lead mime study footage from Goodall’s chimpanzees to be sure the aggressive behavior of the males was realistic.23 For viewers watching this scene and, like me, indelibly impressed by it, the message was clear: males violently bashing their rivals traces back to the very beginning of humankind. It’s what males evolved to do.

For someone with my background, growing up at a time and place where binary gender roles bound us all tight as straitjackets, Kubrick’s depiction of women as nurturers and men as violence-prone competitors was an easy sell. Embarrassingly innocent of biology, I did not need formal exposure to evolutionary theory to view men caring for babies as not only uncommon, but unnatural. My essentialist view of sex differences was pre-packaged. Had a marmoset of a man wandered into my purview, I would have assumed he had somehow been badgered into baby care or was otherwise “socially reconstructed” to behave in such an anomalous way.

In fact, as an undergraduate major in cultural anthropology, I had written a book about the social construction of gender among contemporary Maya-speaking people in southern Mexico. The protagonist in my analysis was a winged, hypermasculine enforcer of proper sex roles based on an ancient Maya bat-demon known as Cama Zotz. In his twentieth-century incarnation, he was known as the H’ikal (literally “the black-man” in the local Tzotzil language). This winged demon swooped in to punish women whose behavior was insufficiently modest—for example, any woman who went out alone at night. A woman deemed immodest would be seized by the H’ikal, carried off to his cave, and raped with his six-meter-long, death-dealing penis. Thereafter his victim would give birth night after night until she swelled up and died. Needless to say, Tzotzil women avoided going out unchaperoned at night. As a cultural anthropologist who understood the social construction of gender, I did not need evolutionary theory or genetic determinism to think of males and females as having very different roles to play.



Becoming a Primatologist

By 1969, however, the year I graduated from college, I had other things on my mind. With The Black-Man of Zinacantan: A Central American Legend in press, but with zero interest in an academic career, I gave away my anthropology books and headed to Stanford University in California to learn to make educational films. I was working on a project about air pollution when I happened to attend a lecture about overpopulation’s threat to our planet by Stanford ecologist Paul Ehrlich. That talk jogged something stashed away in my personal cabinet of curiosities. It was a random fact from a course on primate behavior I had to take to satisfy one of those irritating science requirements I’d needed to graduate.

Field studies of primates in their natural habitats were just getting started, and one of the pioneers was Irven DeVore, a newly minted professor at Harvard. With primatology still too new to have a proper textbook, we were assigned two volumes of undigested field reports better suited to professional researchers than to us undergraduates. But something from one of those reports had stuck. It came from a team of Japanese fieldworkers who had witnessed male monkeys in southern India unexpectedly attacking and biting babies to death. Because the langur monkeys at that site lived at unusually high population densities, it was assumed that such bizarre behavior must represent a pathological response to stress from overcrowding.

I had never so much as seen a Hanuman langur in a zoo. But thinking these elegant silver-gray monkeys might provide an illustrative case study demonstrating detrimental effects from crowding, then and there I made up my mind to go to India. I did not particularly want a PhD. I just wanted to find out why these males were behaving in such an appalling way. Impetuously, I dropped everything and headed back to Cambridge, Harvard being one of only a handful of places in the U.S. where primate behavior was being studied. My plan was absurdly naïve. But thanks to my undergraduate record (I had graduated Phi Beta Kappa, receiving my degree summa cum laude), I was accepted in the middle of the year. Two months later, in January of 1970, I found myself back at Harvard as a first-semester graduate student.

The following year, as soon as summer vacation rolled around, I headed to India with pitifully little preparation other than a pair of L.L.Bean hiking boots, a duffel bag, the same Leica 10 × 40 binoculars I still use today, and $800 from my mother, back then enough for Pan Am round-trip plane fare and three months’ subsistence. As my study site, I selected Mount Abu, a scenic hill station atop the Aravalli Hills rising from the arid plains of Rajasthan. Langur monkeys could be found along a gradient, living at high densities near town, where they were provisioned by local Hindus who consider these monkeys sacred, then spreading out over larger home ranges on the forested hillsides outside of town. Ideal, I thought, for testing my hypothesis about population density.

Once at Mount Abu, it did not take me long to realize my initial hypothesis was wrong. Even at high densities right in the middle of town, langurs alternated between foraging for leaves, fruits, and human handouts and harmoniously grooming one another, with males lazily lounging as juveniles frolicked about them. Calm was only broken when the resident males sensed the approach of one of the nomadic all-male bands that traversed the ranges of the breeding groups. Then the “leader” would leap to a high vantage point, raise his chin in the air and utter loud, haunting, “whoop-who-oop”s. Sometimes he emphasized his message that “I’m here, hale and hearty, don’t mess with me” by noisily ricocheting off tree branches. “Typical male,” I thought.

So far as infants were concerned, resident males were protective, as when an outsider (like me) got too close. But otherwise, males ignored babies. They never held or even touched them, which seemed normal enough. “Nothing pathological here,” I thought. Basically, langur males just went about their lives. Tension was only generated when inter-troop squabbles erupted over access to a fruiting fig tree or other prized resource. In retrospect, it had been naïve to imagine I could just go to India and study a relatively uncommon event like infanticide among free-ranging monkeys.

All this changed when one of the all-male bands that perpetually traversed the ranges of the breeding troops invaded, and managed to oust and replace the resident male. This was when I witnessed attacks. But rather than some chaotic, pathological lashing-out, the usurper’s attacks were as goal-directed and organized as a shark’s. The new male specifically targeted mothers carrying unweaned infants still clad in dark natal coats. Furthermore, attacks were confined to “unfamiliar” mothers, females the male had never mated with. I felt sure of this because every so often a female would kidnap a new infant from another troop, and so long as the borrowed baby was carried by a familiar female, the resident male never attacked it.24 Later, DNA evidence collected by Carola Borries and her team studying langurs in Nepal would provide conclusive evidence that males were not killing infants that they themselves had sired.25

If at first the usurper did not succeed, stalking resumed the next morning. Following the mother with his eyes, the male would maneuver ever closer, then lunge and if he made contact, snatch the baby from the mother’s arms and sink dagger-like canine teeth into its skull or groin. Days or weeks after an infant disappeared, mothers who were no longer lactating resumed cycling. To my astonishment, bereaved mothers vigorously solicited sex from the same male that had just killed their baby.

Far from a stressed animal lashing out at any vulnerable nearby creature, the behavior of infanticidal langurs was deliberate and organized, if risky. Invaders might be injured by the resident male they were attempting to drive out, or by desperate mothers trying to defend their babies. But once installed, the usurper’s stalking of the mothers carrying unweaned babies would continue hour after hour, day after day. In the end, he usually succeeded. Far from pathological, infanticidal behavior appeared highly goal-oriented. Still, I could not make sense of it. I needed a different explanatory framework.



Sociobiology and Darwin’s Theory of Sexual Selection to the Rescue

Fortunately, around that time, back at the Harvard biology department, ideas were percolating into anthropology that would prove useful. Enter brash and brilliant Robert Trivers, still a graduate student then and moonlighting in anthropology, co-teaching Professor DeVore’s big lecture course on the evolution of sex differences. With his focus on Darwin’s theory of sexual selection, Trivers provided the logical framework I needed to make disparate pieces of my puzzle fit together.

Remember, sexual selection comes into play when members of one sex (typically males) compete among themselves for access to the other sex (usually females). It’s not about survival, since the loser does not necessarily die; he just has fewer chances to mate. This could be because he lost control of females, or because he fared so poorly in competition for them that he was less likely to be “chosen” by a fertile female intent on ensuring that the genetically “best” male fathered her offspring. In a sexually selected world, males gain representation in the gene pools of succeeding generations through success in competition with other males for status and access to fertile females—usually as many females as he could successfully inseminate.

Thus did Darwin’s theory of sexual selection make sense of the seemingly inexplicable behavior of male langurs. It explained why, instead of protecting babies, an incoming male would bite them to death. Under pressure to breed himself before being ousted by a rival, the newcomer eliminated still-suckling offspring most likely sired by his predecessor, the outcome of the last mate choice the female had made. With lactation no longer suppressing the mother’s next ovulation, she resumed cycling, becoming fertile again sooner than if she had continued to nurse some other male’s baby. By eliminating that baby, the infanticidal male improves his own chances of siring offspring—offspring who might just grow past their window of vulnerability before another male intervened. There was method to the seeming madness.

Such wantonly destructive behavior was reproductively advantageous for the male, albeit not for mothers, and certainly not for their infants. Nor was infant-killing likely to benefit the species. Indeed, in some cases the genetic selfishness of infanticidal langurs was actually driving some groups to near extinction. This was the case with one of the smaller, particularly vulnerable troops on the edge of town, subject to recurrent takeovers. Year after year, infant cohort after cohort was eliminated. Over the next eight years, as my research continued and expanded to include other species, I would learn that the ruthlessness of langur males was far from an isolated case.

By 1974, when I proposed that mating competition between males was responsible for infanticide among langurs at Mount Abu, additional reports of infanticide in various animals were trickling in. They tended to be skimpy, often anecdotal, and my argument that infanticide by males evolved as a primate-wide reproductive strategy26 was met with fierce resistance, generating decades of controversy.27 To many, the idea that it might be adaptive for primate males to behave in such a destructive manner seemed impossible. I was cast as an inexperienced young woman fabricating a “sociobiological myth.”28 “Normal” males, pronounced one prominent anthropologist, “do not kill infants.”29

By now, however, sexually selected infanticide by males is well documented among primates, reported for more than 55 species.30 It occurs in every branch of the order Primates, among apes, New and Old World monkeys, and prosimians. Primate males’ infanticidal proclivities almost certainly stretch back to the earliest, nocturnal primates over 60 million years ago. No doubt factors like primates’ unusually costly babies, requiring long periods of gestation and/or lactation, had a lot to do with it. However, the same threat of males killing infants not their own would subsequently incentivize primate males to stick near females after mating to protect offspring possibly their own. Eventually, this would launch a concatenation of events leading to more tolerant, eventually even more caring, males on the way to the genus Homo (discussed in chapter 7 and 8). But none of this occurred to me at the time, and I am getting ahead of my story.

As evidence accumulated supporting my hypothesis that infanticide by males was a sexually selected reproductive strategy, not just in primates but in many animals, including what would soon be well-documented cases of male infanticide in lions and other carnivores, controversy over my proposal subsided. Only a few remnant pockets of skepticism remained when, in 1990, I was elected to the National Academy of Sciences. On that occasion the Home Secretary’s citation read: “Hrdy is a pioneer and leading authority of the study of infanticide in animals. She has demonstrated that infanticide in langur monkeys is the outcome of sexual selection at the individual level running counter to the welfare of the group.” As that citation was read I found myself thinking back to something the great naturalist Edward O. Wilson had said years before: he had referred to sexual selection as “the most antisocial force in evolution.” This was the selective agent Darwin himself had considered most relevant for understanding the descent of man, the shaper of man’s “unfortunate birthright.” Caring males were furthest from my mind.



Two Different Species

Given my upbringing, it did not take much to convince me that males were intent on controlling women, and were predisposed to violence in the process. Now my own research was contributing to the realization that if one discounted killing prey for food, sexually selected impulses in males were responsible for nearly all the destructive behaviors men and other male animals engage in. With the publication in 1975 of Sociobiology: The New Synthesis, Edward O. Wilson’s blueprint for a new science of the biological bases of behavior, followed the next year by Richard Dawkins’s The Selfish Gene, Darwin’s theory of sexual selection became the centerpiece for understanding male behavior across a broad array of animals, including humans. In 1979, another work heavily influenced by Darwin’s theory of sexual selection, Donald Symons’s The Evolution of Human Sexuality, would provide the founding document for sociobiology’s spin-off field known as evolutionary psychology.

Sociobiology was accompanied by an explosion of interest in the behavior of primates. By this time, observations of chimpanzees at multiple sites across Africa were transforming the common chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes) into the very model of sexually selected Darwinian males. Wherever studied, common chimpanzee males vied with other males for dominance and sexual access to fertile females. Bands of males from the same community would patrol their territorial boundaries with neighboring communities, and upon finding themselves numerically superior to those they encountered, attack them with full-blown genocidal intent, increasing their own access to resources and mates.31 In 2002, a chimpanzee male at Kibale National Park, in Uganda, was observed savagely wielding a club to beat a fellow chimpanzee much as Stanley Kubrick imagined ancestral ape-men doing, except his victim was a female, being intimidated by a H’ikal-like chastiser of insufficiently modest or compliant females. Lest anyone fail to note the connection to man’s own ancestry, the Time magazine story about the incident was titled “Wife beaters of Kibale.”32 Thus have some of our closest ape relations not only cinematically but scientifically earned their reputation as “demonic males.”33

Ruthless competition, selfishness, status seeking, all too often outright violence: here was the very litany of sexually selected traits composing man’s “unfortunate birthright.”34 Never mind that Darwin had much else to say about male potentials (topics I return to in chapter 6 and 9). So far as sex differences were concerned, there was this remarkable convergence between the patriarchal tribe I had grown up among back in Texas; my own studies of socially constructed gender roles in traditional societies; Ardreyesque views about “the nature of man”; the sociobiological worldviews I imbibed at Harvard; and the inescapable and oft-remarked-upon fact that worldwide, most violence, and virtually all organized violence, involves males.35 This last point was consistent with my own observations of langur monkey males behaving very “badly” indeed, and by all accounts, the males among our closest great ape relations were potentially dangerous and coercive as well—anything but nurturing.

It was not long before Professor DeVore’s successor at Harvard, the primatologist Richard Wrangham, was emphasizing that “only two animal species,” humans and chimpanzees, lived in male-bonded patrilineal groups that engage in “intense male-initiated territorial aggression, including lethal raiding into neighboring communities in search of vulnerable enemies to attack and kill.”36 To him, our close genetic relationship to these apes “suggests that chimpanzee-like violence preceded and paved the way for human war, making modern humans the dazed survivors of a continuous, 5-million-year habit of lethal aggression.”37 He concluded that “The male demonism we see in humans is something we have shared since we last had a common ancestor with chimpanzees 5 to 6 million years ago.”38

Professor Wrangham would later revise his claim, deciding that the appropriate starting point for explaining men’s behavior might not be Pan troglodytes after all because “too much has happened in the more than 2 million years since our ancestors were chimpanzee-like forest dwellers.”39 (I happen to agree with him about this.) But by then, the “deeper evolutionary roots”40 of man’s “demonic” birthright had captured people’s imaginations and come to be seen as indisputable in many quarters, especially when social scientists sought to explain men’s over-representation in every sort of violence, from bar brawls and domestic abuse to mass shootings and war.

No wonder I, and other Darwinians, found it so easy to visualize men and women in Strindbergian terms, harking back to the dichotomy laid out by the brilliant, if decidedly misogynist, nineteenth-century Swedish playwright August Strindberg. In his play The Father, Strindberg’s eponymous protagonist is being taunted by his wife telling him his child might not be his own. Enraged, “the Father” retorts that “If it’s true we are descended from the ape, it must have been from two different species”—males and females, of course.41 This was the go-to analogy from Strindberg that I myself used to cite when describing the conflicting interests of male and female langur monkeys back in the 1970s and 1980s. It was as if male and female natures were engraved in stone.



Our “Troglodytian Bias”

By this time it was clear to anyone paying attention that statistically speaking, males among many of our closest ape relations were more likely to bite a newborn infant to death than pick one up and cradle it.
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		Figure 1.1. By the time my first baby was born, hospitals were beginning to permit “rooming-in,” so I could fall asleep holding my newborn. Within a few decades, “rooming-in” was not only routine but actively encouraged to promote “mother-infant bonding.” (Daniel B. Hrdy)



		Figure 1.2. David, then assistant principal at Hunter College High School in New York, could take extended time off to care for his new baby thanks to accrued sick leave and his public school’s liberal paternity leave policy, while Katrinka—a teacher at a private school which then had a less generous parental leave policy—continued working. (S. B. Hrdy)



		Figure 1.3. By the 21st century, new dads like fatherhood expert Lee Gettler (see chapter 4 and 8) make a point of initiating skin-to-skin bonding right from birth, then continue close contact long after. (Courtesy of Lee Gettler and family)



		Figure 1.4. When Pete Buttigieg became the first United States cabinet secretary to take two months of paid paternal leave, he posted this image on Twitter. (https://twitter.com/PeteButtigieg/status/1434167993769111552)



		Figure 2.1. After weeks of enjoying oxygen, room and board safely sequestered inside their Korean seahorse father (Hippocampus haema), dozens of tiny sea foals spray out of a slit in his bulging belly. The labor contractions expelling them were stimulated by isotocin, the fishy homolog of mammalian oxytocin. Once adrift amid the ocean plankton, only a tiny fraction will survive. (© Tony Wu / www.tony-wu.com)



		Figure 2.2. The first published account of paternal care in primates accompanied George Edwards’s hand-colored engraving of the common marmoset (Callithrix jacchus) in his multivolume Gleanings of Natural History, published between 1758 and 1764. Centuries later, marmosets are becoming model organisms for studying male care in mammals.



		Figure 2.3. Artist and naturalist Isabella Kirkland’s imaginary menagerie of species with male care is lorded over by a nearly six-foot-tall male cassowary. After weeks tending the enormous blue eggs laid in his territory by a passing hen, he will shepherd the hatchlings to independence. Above him are a pair of mallee fowl. Together both parents excavate a deep pit and bury the fertilized eggs, covering them with rotting vegetation. Then, for nine months, the father alone tends their incubation chamber, aerating overheated eggs as needed, till the chicks hatch, claw up through the soil, and scurry off. Such dadly diligence dates back to the earliest vertebrates, our now extinct aquatic forefathers whose fishy descendants still tend eggs and fry today. Check out the brood-tending cichlids from Africa’s Lake Tanganyika who have found their way into the pool at the bottom. A South American golden lion tamarin male is about to snatch one and scurry back to the treetops to offer his prey to the twins being carried by their mother, or perhaps by another male. Like the tamarins and marmosets glimpsed through the leaves, male birds such as the New Zealand pūkeko (bottom left) share care of young who are likely, but not certainly, their own. All are “cooperative breeders,” meaning group members other than parents help care for young. So are the African wild dogs just above, the meerkats to their right, and the California acorn woodpecker flying in from the far right; way below him, a dunnock male pecks a prospective mate’s cloaca (to remove the sperm of his rivals!). In contrast, the wide-eyed owl monkey male, above, is that rarity, a truly monogamous mammal among whom a male can be virtually certain that the baby he carries about is his own. Flexibly provided male care by tiny poison dart frogs, prairie voles, and dwarf hamsters will be discussed in later chapters. For a key to species in this painting, visit https://www.citrona.com/father-time-book-sarah-blaffer-hrdy. (Father Time © Isabella Kirkland / photo Ben Blackwell)



		Figure 2.4. A familiar parade of anthropoids begins with a knuckle-walking common chimpanzee–like ancestor who morphs into a bipedal ape on his way to standing fully upright, before evolving into confident, forward-striding Homo sapiens. It has become an iconic sequence reifying widely held assumptions about mankind’s troglodytian origins. (David Gifford / Science Photo Library)



		Figure 4.1. Over the past three decades, much has changed in the way Western fathers interact with their babies, yet their proclivity to engage in hyper-stimulating play persists. Thirty years ago I saw my husband Dan throw our son Niko into the air in exactly the same way that, decades later, my son-in-law David would do with his ten-month-old. (Katrinka Hrdy)



		Figure 5.1. After the female Rhinoderma darwinii lays her eggs, the male stands guard until developing embryos start to wriggle, then uses his tongue to lick them up one by one, slip them through his lips and down into his vocal sac. There they hatch into tadpoles, feeding on the yolks of unhatched siblings and secretions from the wall of their father’s vocal sac. All this while the father is fasting until, weeks after their engulfment, fully formed froglets pop out and the hungry dad can finally get a meal. (Wendy Baker / Michigan Science Art)



		Figure 5.2. After decades of observing owl monkeys (Aotus azarai) in Argentina and noninvasively collecting their DNA, Eduardo Fernandez-Duque confirms that they are among the handful of mammal species (maybe five in all, and the only primate) to qualify as obligately monogamous. (a) Aotus males remain in nearly continuous contact with their mates and sometimes rest with tails intertwined. (b) This endearingly intimate behavior is also reported in pair-bonded titi monkeys. ([a] Natasha Bartoletta / Owl Monkey Project, Formosa-Argentina; [b]Alexander Baxter / © CNPRC)



		Figure 6.1. Surges in oxytocin similar to those long known to occur in mothers can also occur in grandparents following intimate exposure to a baby. This is what happened to me and my husband after time spent holding our first grandchild. (Katrinka Hrdy)



		Figure 6.2. The possibility of men succumbing to the transformative power of babies was not lost on this ancient Greek sculptor. His gorgeous depiction of manliness depicts a club-wielding, lion-skin-draped Herakles as he tenderly holds the baby Telephus (probably his own son). The baby had been abandoned by his mother and was being reared by a deer when Herakles encountered him. Twenty-six-hundred years later, Disney revisited the theme. In their version, the fearsome bounty hunter the Mandalorian succumbs to Kindchenschema, risking everything to save “Baby Yoda,” to whom he is not related. (1st–2nd century AD Roman reproduction of the lost original, courtesy of the Louvre; © RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource NY)



		Figure 6.3. Civic leaders in Rio de Janeiro had a problem: ordered to clean up crime in the favelas, policemen were sometimes shooting street urchins. Their solution: one of the most ethologically insightful policy prescriptions I have ever encountered. Burly policemen in combat boots and flak jackets were sent to spend time at a local daycare center in the City of God slum. (Lalo de Almeida / The New York Times / Redux)



		Figure 7.1. (a) A chimpanzee female advertises sexual receptivity with swellings that resemble giant wads of pink bubble gum stuck to her anogenital region. (b) Other primates, such as langur monkeys, lack such conspicuously visible advertisements of ovulation. Instead, the female primarily relies on her behavior to solicit sex, presenting her unadorned rump to a male and frenetically shuddering her head. ([a] Liran Samuni and [b] Daniel B. Hrdy)



		Figure 7.2. After giving birth, a mother gorilla does her best to remain close to her silverback protector. Taking a cue from their mother, youngsters learn to trust this hairy Goliath and find his presence comforting. He returns the favor by allowing his little groupies to cuddle and occasionally plays with them. (Lubert Stryer)



		Figure 7.3. Fredy was more than 40 years old when Liran Samuni took this photograph of him kissing a female orphan during a session cracking coula nuts together that lasted over 1½ hours. Immediately after the kiss, Fredy cracked open a nut and permitted the orphan to scrounge the delectable kernel. (Liran Samuni)



		Figure 7.4. Alarming as “bridging behavior” appears, the chattering teeth and lunatic grimaces serve to ease tensions between two Tibetan macaque males as they co-hold an infant. Although not harmed, the complaining infant pawns in these ritualized demonstrations of solidarity clearly don’t enjoy it. (Carol Berman / Consuel Ionica)



		Figure 7.5. In the upper left-hand corner, the mate of the alpha female golden lion tamarin (Leontopithecus rosalia) passes a twin back to its mother to suckle. Meanwhile, other males hunt small prey to hand over to greedy weanlings. (Pen and ink drawing, a gift to the author from artist Sarah Landry)



		Figure 7.6. (a) Bonobo females engage in face-to-face sex, rubbing their genitals together. (b) The unusually large, frontally placed, crescent-shaped bonobo clitoris seems specially adapted for the production of mutual orgasms on such occasions. When a female is engaged in frontal sex with another female, her clitoris can actually be intromitted into the sexual swelling of her partner. (Amy Parish)



		Figure 7.7. In contrast to chimpanzees, food sharing among bonobos is often controlled by females rather than males. Female possessors respond to begging by handing over what they are eating. Here young and old gather around a bonobo gnawing on the leg of a little forest antelope. (Robin Loveridge/Lui Kotale Bonobo Project)



		Figure 8.1. Half a century ago, the Ju/’hoansi (then referred to as the !Kung San) of Botswana still lived as nomadic foragers. This photograph of a !Kung mother with babe in arms and her older children illustrates why an ape producing such costly, slow-maturing, long-dependent young as Homo sapiens could not have evolved unless mothers had help. The baby would need to be constantly held by someone, while the five-year-old was still nutritionally dependent and the eight-year-old only beginning to collect and process his own food, but still very much in need of regular subsidies from others. (Richard B. Lee)



		Figure 8.2. A group of Homo erectus some two million years ago: a mother trusting in the benevolence of those nearby could afford to allow an allomother to take her baby, confident it would be returned safely. (“Shared Care” as reconstructed by paleo-artist Viktor Deak; © SBH Lit)



		Figure 8.3. By two million or so years ago, food sharing, and the increased dependence of adults on one another to stay fed, meant that Homo erectus males spent more time in companionable proximity to mothers and infants when food was being consumed. Babies inevitably would have reached for a “share,” perhaps passing a morsel back to the adult, “return-feeding” as babies today do. (“The Real Pleistocene Family” as envisioned by artist Viktor Deak; © SBH Lit)



		Figure 8.4. ≠Toma, a highly respected Ju/’hoansi elder, affectionately holds his granddaughter. He will pass on contacts and social capital he has amassed over a lifetime, and so improve her prospects. (Gift of Laurence K. Marshall and Lorna J. Marshall; © President and Fellows of Harvard College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, 2001.29.267)



		Figure 9.1. The first time I saw artist Viktor Deak’s imaginative reconstruction of a Homo georgicus (also considered an early form of Homo erectus), I was bowled over by the immediacy of this 1.8-million-year-old hominin’s glance, by the powerful sense that I was following right behind him as he crossed a stream. As he looked back and met my eye, I knew he knew that I knew where we were headed. Why did I feel so strongly that he and I were in sync? Then it came to me. It was the whites of his eyes communicating that he wanted to connect with me and share his intentions. (Viktor Deak, by permission of the artist)



		Figure 9.2. In his encyclopedic compendium of Paleolithic art, R. Dale Guthrie includes these early Paleolithic depictions of what he suspects may have been communal executions, men pierced with multiple arrows or spears. (Used with permission of University of Chicago Press, from The Nature of Paleolithic Art by Dale Guthrie [University of Chicago Press, 2005], fig. 8.21; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.)



		Figure 9.3. Whether among (a) Himba youngsters in South Africa or (b) little Californians like my not-quite-two-year-old granddaughter, babies delight in stuffing food in another child’s mouth, or c) even the mouth of a grown man like their father, who, according to the Man-the-Hunter hypothesis, supposedly evolved to provision them. Why do babies around the world spontaneously want to do this? ([a] Irenäeus Eibl-Eibesfeldt; [b] N. Hrdy; [c] S. B. Hrdy)



		Figure 9.4.



		Figure 10.1. Among the early Selknam, once a year men impersonate mythical demons called “shoorts.” Decorated in wildly imaginative costumes looking like horned demons and bipedal penises, the shoorts were intent on enforcing norms about proper sex roles. (Gusinde 1931, plate 85)



		Figure 10.2. In 1695, lens maker Nicholaas Hartsoeker, one of the first people to observe sperm under a microscope, drew what he imagined the miniature paternal insert, or “homunculus,” huddled inside a sperm cell might look like. (N. Hartsoeker / Wikimedia)



		Figure 10.3. Anthropologist Donna Leonetti was surprised back in the 1980s the first time she saw a Khasi man walking about with a new baby sling-wrapped on his back, something she never recalls seeing among the patrilineal Bengalis. (Dinodia Photos / Alamy Stock Photo)



		Figure 10.4. A nineteenth-century Parisian father brings his newborn to Le Bureau des Nourrices (The Wet-Nurse Office) to consult with a recommanderesse, a professional who for a fee procured a lactating woman from the countryside to nurse his child, preferably a new mother herself (“fresher” milk was preferred). Little is known about the actual treatment of these outsourced babies, or what became of the wet-nurses’ own newborns, who, if “dry-nursed” (fed pap), were often consigned to an early death. This well-heeled city-dweller would not have further troubled himself with the care of either baby. (Wellcome Collection, London)



		Figure 11.1. Giant waterbug males swim about with dozens and dozens of eggs piled on their backs, including eggs fertilized by other males, which they tolerate rather than scrape off. Why? Presumably because over evolutionary time females have come to prefer males advertising caretaking competence by carrying so many eggs about. (Christine L. Goforth)



		Figure 12.1. Following longstanding Western tradition, French artist William-Adolphe Bouguereau chose a Madonna- like woman serenely nurturing a clutch of babies to epitomize selfless devotion and a woman fulfilling her natural role in life. (William-Adolphe Bouguereau / Wikimedia)



		Figure 12.2. The male nurturer in Wes Hempel’s late-20th-century painting titled Fatherhood, a play on earlier personifications of Charity, seems more nearly shell-shocked than serenely competent. (Wes Hempel, Fatherhood, 1997. Denver Art Museum Collection: Funds from Mark and Polly Addison, Suzanne Farver, Jim Robischon, Jennifer Doran, and the artist, 1998.297. Photography courtesy of the Denver Art Museum)



		Figure 12.3. There has been a sea change in 21st-century expectations about what fathers are willing and thought able to do. The father in this portrait happens to work from home. With the help of a breast pump, baby bottles, and (never enough!) alloparents, he and his wife have juggled coequal nurture of three breastfed babies right from birth. (Catherine S. Hrdy)
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<« Tweet

Pete Buttigieg @
@PeteButtigieg

Chasten and | are beyond thankful for all the kind
wishes since first sharing the news that we’re
becoming parents. We are delighted to welcome
Penelope Rose and Joseph August Buttigieg to our
family.

10:54 AM - Sep 4, 2021
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