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Introduction to the Transaction Edition

Twenty-Five Years On


When this book was conceived in the mid-1960s a grand orthodoxy ruled the social sciences. For future reference please note that no one doubted they were social sciences. Roughly stated, the orthodoxy held that society or culture were realities sui generis and that any “social fact” could only be explained by invoking other social facts. Similarly they even had with culture a Latin motto: “omnia cultura ex cultura”—all culture came from culture. Therefore, neither society nor culture could be “reduced” to anything else in order to explain and describe them. For sociology, Emile Durkheim had said flatly that if ever we saw a social fact being explained by a psychological fact, then we needn’t read further because what we were reading was wrong. As far as culture was concerned for anthropologists, Kroeber had decided that it was “superorganic” (the word was borrowed from Herbert Spencer) and it operated conveniently under its own perfect laws.

Therefore, it was the principal business of sociology to find correlations between social facts—suicide and social class, for example—and of anthropology to discern “patterns of culture” or regularities in cultural change. The explanation of all this was that it was predominantly “functional.” In fact, the whole enterprise was dubbed “functionalism” and declared by Kingsley Davis to be not just a social theory but the only possible social theory. One “explained” a social/cultural fact by showing how it contributed to social stability and change. Of course this was an intrinsically conservative perspective which would later prove without general immunity to viral Marxism which had at least an appealingly equitable explanation for conflict, bitterness, and the like, even if it too was an effectively closed sociological theory.

From psychology this was bolstered by the dominance of behaviorism with its “empty organism” doctrine which considered that all behavior was “conditioned” by outside forces. It was of course congenial to the social sciences since these influences were culture or society.

Even though it took a hardly conscious process of reduction to adopt the conditioning theory which was scientifically based largely on the behavior of rodents and dogs, nonetheless the orthodoxy maintained a firm distinction both in discursive theory and academic practice. The distinction was maintained despite the irritating breach of it by Freud, who plainly perceived the biological and evolutionary history of human behavior which he clumsily summarized in that redolently oceanic concept—the id.

An impressive and sophisticated body of theory and data had been accumulated under the regime of this orthodoxy. It provided a largely plausible and coherent point of view often consistent with common sense though often described in infuriatingly uncommon academic jargon. It was hitched firmly to expectations of progress and modernization which the social sciences would analyze, stimulate, and help guide. It appealed to the Utopian yearnings of political leaders and the common man as well. It was generic to the notion of industrial progress which swept the world faster and more pervasively than any missionaries or empires. At first this was based in the laissez-faire theory of industrial capitalism and the political expansion which accompanied it. Then it was augmented massively by an enemy force with the same assumptions, Marxism, which was not only a powerful social theory but grew to animate the politics of no less than half the world.

As social sciences, these two oddly symbiotic theoretical bedfellows had remarkable success in articulating the economic realities of two burgeoning social systems and the plans of their leaders.

On both sides of the iron curtain the orthodoxy had overwhelming support. It seemed secure and self-evidently correct, efficacious and unchallengeable.

But there were rumblings in the basement. The natural sciences had not had until then any potent effect on the world of social affairs and even in the management of nature and the environment. But now they were amassing data guided by the Darwinian theory of natural selection. This was of course also a theory of sexual and hence social selection and it firmly emphasized the intrinsic location of social behavior in the evolutionary history of animal species. Rather briskly and early, Darwin’s theory was seen for the powerful explication of social process that it is. Sex, resources, kinship, hierarchy, conflict—all these familiar concepts that were part of the tool kit of social sciences were discovered in the societies of even simple animals. The basement rumblings even acquired a name—ethology. They helped generate a new intensity, founded on the facts of life, to the controversies surrounding the misleadingly simple description “nature versus nurture.”

Along with movements in science there were broad social factors too. These affected how and what people thought about social behavior. The social and political patterns of the 1950s were characterized by the smug and perhaps understandable complacencies of the Eisenhower, Macmillan, and Khrushchev years—years in part spent by populations gratefully raising the young children from the baby boom after the bewildering crisis of World War II.

The baby boom was a formidable biological as well as economic fact. It shaped if not shattered intellectual and social life and was decisively energized by inexpensive and accessible travel, remarkably pervasive electronic communication, and a rapid expansion of post-Sputnik higher education which made the leisure of the theory classes available to unprecedented numbers of boisterous students.

Both the theory classes and the community at large had new sounds to attend to from the basement. These were about DNA and the sophisticated coding in genes of social and psychological processes of astonishing complexity. They revealed from the work of archaeologists such as the Leakeys that our species was far older and hence more stable and genetically conservative than anyone had dared imagine even a generation before.

But the two most important sea changes were in: (1) the study of the behavior of animals, particularly the primates; and (2) our own major way of communicating, language—the science of linguistics.

The first showed conclusively that simple animals could conduct complex social relations without that famed “culture” which was supposed to be our stock in trade. And linguists made clear that language was so complicated that small children could learn it only with what Chomsky called “a language acquisition device” located in the brain.

Your authors met in the London of the 1960s where literally “it was happening.” Kings Road, the Beatles, sideburns, the sexual revolution, the pill—novel colorful promise flowered everywhere. There was also growing irreverence in drama, film, satire, music at the same time as there was a frail but emergent sense of reverence for nature as Rachel Carson and others had begun to influence attitudes toward the environment. We were lucky enough to find ourselves at the confluence and the headquarters of the social and intellectual currents of the time. In fact we met at a conference smack in the middle of the 1960s—1965—and equally smack in the middle of London—at a conference prepared by Julian Huxley at the Zoological Society in Regents Park on Ritualization in Animals and Men.

The excitement and importance of this hubbub was stimulating, infectious, and rather decisive. Yes! We had to tell our social science colleagues that the natural sciences were sending back wonderful bulletins from the front, the front of advancing real knowledge. We were convinced they would be as delighted as we to be liberated from the gloomy orthodoxies that bore so heavily on the nimble play of the mind. New worlds were opening up as we looked with drastic precision into our bodies and brains, with intrepid boldness into our ever-lengthening past, and with some surprised even shy sense of community across the once impermeable boundaries between ourselves and other species.

Perhaps we were honest about what we wanted to achieve. But far more, we were naive. We had stumbled into the empire of ideology. We had stumbled onto one of the large issues that divide the Western intellectual world in which the establishment position is clear, if not always stated clearly or even consciously understood. To describe this position we can do our own name calling in turn: Skinnerism, empiricism, cultural relativism, behaviorism—nurture’s triumph over nature; man’s absolute control of his destiny in the age of space travel, an age when sociologists would write the new edition of Diderot’s Encyclopédie.

Perhaps one reason we were as baffled as we were about all this was that we emerged rather unsuspectingly onto an already rather volatile battlefield. Lorenz-Ardrey-Morris and their lib-rad opponents had fully aroused the bystanders and the media. Even though we were approaching these issues as card-carrying members in good standing of the social sciences, and even though our earlier joint publication had been rather equably received, both Men in Groups two years earlier and The Imperial Animal were greeted as bellicose warriors in a critical struggle.

Nevertheless, the real question remained: Was the cup of human genetic legacy half full or half empty, or was there anything in the cup at all? We had tried to integrate two clearly useful, clearly thriving, clearly appropriate approaches to the complexity of behavior. We took for granted the importance of the variation in behavior that complex animals, including us, would display. We also took for granted the importance of the genetic structure that in varying degrees affects all animals, including us, even to the remarkable extent of categorically causing them to die.

We were hardly so ingenuous as to deny there was a nature-nurture controversy, but we blithely assumed that with our evolutionary approach to behavior we had neatly begun to solve it. We had borrowed this from the ethologists, whose credo, as far as we could see, was that while there are innate predispositions to behavior, these need social or cultural releasers in the environment for their full expression. We wanted to identify the predispositions and look at human culture as a set of appropriate or inappropriate releasers.

Obviously we did not approach this in a totally arbitrary or impressionistic manner. We worked to a rather careful, if necessarily general or crude plan. It is worth spelling out because it has—usually implicitly—provided the working model of much of the effort tying human evolution to contemporary social structure. Anthropologists know that the most important thing to know about people is what they take for granted. Though countless of our colleagues did not, we took for granted that any serious study of human behavior had to embrace not only history but prehistory, not only our specialness but also what we shared with other creatures. And not only was the body the evolved structure of our existence but most likely also the ever-influential basis for its functions—what we call behavior.

Then what was this method? It involved a four-step analysis:

1. We took particular social institutions such as politics, economic activity, education, warfare, and so forth, and tried to define a “primate baseline.” What aspects of the behavior of other primates did we share with them as a result of our common evolution and almost totally common genetic heritage—the famous 98 percent we have in common with the chimpanzees?

2. This established, we moved on to examine the results of our particular evolution away from the common baseline. In particular we felt it was strategic to focus on the transition to a hunting and gathering way of life—our basic formative system.

3. Then we asked what it was the “transition to humanity” had effected and capitalized on and how it had changed the primate baseline.

4. And then we examined recent and contemporary behavior and institutions to see where and how still today we may capitalize on our distant primate and hominid legacy.

We continue to insist that this is a more modest and realistic approach than that of Utopians or perfectionists with their fabulous prescriptions for ultimate human happiness. We thought then and with increasingly petulant humility still think that before anyone tells humankind what to do, they should determine what humankind is, wants, and needs. Perhaps the law of gravity is an irritating imposition. But it doesn’t help to deny or ignore it. Figure it out. Then invent kites and airplanes.

What was so wrong with that? What was wrong was that we had raised the issue at all. As far as the establishment was concerned, our effort to settle the issue boasted no virtue. Surely it had been settled by John Locke in 1690 with his doctrine of the tabula rasa and questions about it were now principally raised by surly-minded bad people who—never mind what they actually said—were interested in reintroducing the heresies which Locke had banished and with them a host of disgracefully reactionary social policies.

In fact, we came to see that the whole behavioral science establishment, from its foundations by Durkheim in Europe and Boas and John Watson in America, was in peculiar reality an ideological enterprise devoted to promoting a metaphysical truth: the truth of cultural determinism in its various disguises. We had sinned against the eventual moral perfection of this truth. Therefore there was little hope that our specific arguments would ever receive a fair hearing.

Also, our book appeared when one particularly militant version of this truth enjoyed a noisy airing: modern feminism. Even though we became cast as resident enemies of the feminist cause, we as sert nothing in the book that is anti-feminist in the broad sense that it demeans women or suggests anything but an equal and complementary role for women in human affairs. However it does suggest that various male-female differences are real and that significant consequences flow from this reality—not necessarily for specific individuals but for communities as a whole. Few of our concrete arguments were directly attacked. But our mere suggestion was pilloried that all sexual differences in behavior do not stem from socialization and implicitly from a male conspiracy against women—women who are men’s friends, daughters, wives, mothers, coworkers, bosses, political leaders and supporters, customers, vendors. We believed neither that men were sufficiently skilled to maintain such a conspiracy even if they wanted to nor that women were sufficiently craven victims to accept one. Surely something else must be going on, which our book describes.

But we have to ignore the intellectual specifics of the business. Our crime was to raise the issue, a damnable issue that had after all already been settled. We were criticized not as bad scientists, which at least offers the possibility of interesting negotiation, but as heretics, which ends the thoughtful discussion but not the shouting match.

This was not and is not solely a scientific issue. At least for many people there are political, religious, economic, and related consequences from the view that there may exist certain relatively constant behavioral propensities in the human genetic system. For such folk, any amount of genetic fixity calls into question the option human communities have to effect social change, create new forms of society, point toward new psychological attitudes for a new and better world. In a word, to create the various Utopias that illuminate the efforts of worthy people seeking the progress the world so plainly needs. But to admit any degree of genetic influence challenged the freedom of maneuver and of imagination and ambition of the political and moral leaders striding to a better future. The same argument glistens anew with each new book or assertion on one side or the other. The actors are replaced but say the same lines. The beat goes on.


A Helpful Note on the Tennis Match

It’s as if in the final match of the tournament, the score is two sets to zero for Player A over Player B. But the spectators continue to bet 50–50 as if the match had not yet begun.

That is to say, despite decades of extraordinarily rich and effective science which demonstrates the reality of biology and the power of the sciences studying it, the argument continues with as much fresh confidence about the primacy of cultural determinism as if none of the science existed.

Right from the beginning, along with our more perceptive colleagues we had dismissed the utility of the so-called “nature vs. nurture” dichotomy. But we continue to be astonished at its persistence against all empirical and theoretical odds. Though we all talk firmly about the complex interactions between nature and nurture, it is perplexing that people inevitably reinterpret this as an absolute choice. It becomes a zero-sum game between the two and not a match that cannot take place with only one player. Is this because the human mind tends naturally towards dichotomous thinking as Levi-Straus has so persuasively asserted? Is it because the complexities introduced by thinking of this as an interaction are too demanding? Do we humans routinely commit self-deception about our own natures? Can it even be somehow adaptive for us to do so just as it may not serve the centipede well to consider each footfall in detail?

Whatever the reason or justification for this evasiveness, apparently we commit it nonetheless. As we note in Chapter 1, our century has replaced the bizarre notion of Original Sin with the equally bizarre notion of Original Goodness. People appear still to think they must choose sides between these team colors.

And take sides they do. For example, one can still receive a doctorate in nearly all social sciences in nearly all serious universities while learning about only one species, us, largely in one time period, the modern. Normal science has continued in lordly unrufflement, without substantial interruption from the score, which is 2 to 0 in our favor, flashing on the scoreboard. The illusion persists that the 30-year-old game is just about to begin.



The Foundation Years

This was all the more amazing to two naive believers in the simple power of evidence, especially since we had been so active in bringing so much of it to light. We were given an absolutely extraordinary opportunity: the Harry Frank Guggenheim Foundation under its new president (and ex-Rutgers president), Mason Gross, asked us to develop and direct a program of research based essentially on the agenda of this book.

We approached the matter with self-conscious ingenuousness. We had no printed forms and the simplest of application procedures. We gave money to individuals, virtually never to institutions. We did not provide overhead funds to universities for their general use to support their corps of vice presidents, and our standard reply to officials who wrote from universities complaining about this policy was to invite them to tell their faculty members that they could not receive their H. F. Guggenheim grant. Not one university finally turned down a grant, of course, and recipients appeared to appreciate the emphasis on what they did with their brains rather than with their office managers.

Our major challenge was that the fields in which we were to operate were poorly or at best subtly defined. Flexibility was essential. So was an eagerness to explore what might at first seem unrelated to issues of human violence and inequality, because sometimes the connections became obvious and useful only later. For example, one eventual recipient, Jonathan Winson of Rockefeller University, called to say he wanted to study nightmares, which with undue confidence we pronounced beyond our scheme. Until we slept on it, and the next day called him back to begin discussion of what became a fascinating, fundamental study of brain functions, memory, evolution, and the Freudian theory of the meaning of dreams.

The upshot of all this was that within a few years we came into contact with a fascinating invisible college and were able to facilitate the work of scientists and scholars willing to endure unsentimental scrutiny of often unpleasant and always controversial elements of human and animal behavior. The Imperial Animal was our explicit point of departure for this. In a real sense the grant program in part was our scientific and educational contribution—as if we had a school or institute to which people would come. In effect, we went to them The result was a list of grantees which—we are candidly willing to admit—gave us an enormous sense of accomplishment and also a peculiar sense of wonder at the way genuine intellectual work may sometimes inform issues of the greatest complexity.

These included Napoleon Chagnon, Martin Daly and Margo Wilson, Richard Dawkins, Jane Goodall, David Hamburg, D. Kahneman and A. Tversky, Melvin Konner and Marjorie Shostak, Robert Jay Lifton, Roger Masters, Desmond Morris, Donald Symons, Robert Trivers and Edward O. Wilson.

Intellectual life does not stand still. Our book was not intended as any kind of final statement but was a summary of what we felt germane at the time. It was open for future development in evolutionary exploration of human behavior. It was not a textbook on how these sciences should be used, but an invitation to pursue any and all approaches that might tell us more about the proximate physiological causes of behavior and the ultimate evolutionary explanation for their existence.

Perhaps we were overly enthusiastic about pure ethology at the time. After all, here was an avowed evolutionary science that was nevertheless concerned with explanation of social behavior, and we were social scientists. However, as it has turned out, perhaps to the surprise of many ethologists themselves, ethology appears to have become almost exclusively or at least most successfully a science of communicative behavior—of the signs and signals from animal to animal that are the basis for social systems. The book also lacked certain other ingredients that were to prove crucial. For one thing, it had not much detailed and codified sense of the ecological context of behavior. While we recognized the importance of ecological variation, we had neither a real way to integrate this into our analysis nor a real commitment to develop one. The rapid recent development of the science of ecology has added a vital component. Any new theorizing must take ecology into serious account.

In two other areas there have been such rapid strides that it is hard to keep abreast: cognitive sciences and neuroscience. While we announced in Chapter 9 that the great step was “from the simple life to the symbol life,” we did not deal effectively with the latter. Perhaps we were consciously combating the idea that man as a symbol-using animal was somehow exempt from the rules of natural selection—the dominant social science orthodoxy of the time. Developments in these fields, however, show clearly that symbol-using behavior can be analyzed as part of man’s biological heritage. This means that we could now write the chapter on the “symbol life” that was difficult in 1969, and in addition, we would have sympathetic developments in the modern philosophy of mind to aid us.

We have to add endocrinology to this list of crucial developments. Many of the hypotheses in the book can now be tested by data from the burgeoning sciences studying hormones and behavior. It is clear that the body is the arena for a host of secretions and messages which with remarkable complexity and yet effectiveness mediate between physical experience and social behavior. Now we know that no only does physiology affect behavior but vice versa: the judge pronounces more severe sentences when his digestion is perturbed, but the behavior of his digestion can be as readily affected by the social life around him. The skin is not an envelope but a means of transmission from inside to out and back again.

Some of these lacunae have been remedied in our later work where we have striven to advance the study of the human biogrammar separately in directions related to our personal, rather than our joint, interests. Tiger tried to relate the exciting new work on neuropeptides and behavior to the perennial problem of how humans cope with their own self-consciousness. His Optimism: The Biology of Hope was an attempt to see how in a world of probable change and inevitable death, we seek to endow our lives and our societies with meaning and expectation. But the book broadly rooted this search not in the symbolizing process itself, as social science is wont to do, but in the evolution of an endorphin-governed process in the brain that makes all this cultural baggage possible. He joined with the late Joseph Shepher in studying that crucial experiment in planned living, the kibbutz. Their Women in the Kibbutz showed how the biological pressures discussed in Chapter 3, “Bond Issue One: Women and Children First,” exert themselves in a situation where they are being denied by social utopianism.

Fox continued to push into the area he shared in common with the structuralists—the nature-culture divide—by exploring the whole range of primate kinship to find what the “baseline” really was in this area of social life (Biosocial Anthropology). He then examined the social science orthodoxy that the incest taboo was the crucial cultural invention in the transition to humanity, and found it wanting (The Red Lamp of Incest). In the process he formulated an evolutionary theory for the origin of mental categories (related to the evolution of incest prohibitions) which enabled him to pursue, in a series of articles, the “natural” basis for human category systems. (In this he drew heavily on the aforementioned work of Jonathan Winson on the relation between memory and emotion, and on the work he did with Jacques Mehler in Neonate Cognition.)

Both authors have continued to wrestle with the problems of ethics and social policy that they tackled with perhaps rash confidence in the original. In The Manufacture of Evil: Ethics, Evolution, and the Industrial System, Tiger considered a triangle of forces: an Upper Paleolithic hunting-gathering species evolved to the small community; an ethical system operating the planet which by and large derives from the convulsive transition from hunting and gathering to pastoralism and agriculture; and a massive-scale industrial system barely ten generations old which has produced no indigenous ethics of its own. What is the result of such a stress-fid discontinuity? In The Search for Society: Quest for a Biosocial Science and Morality, Fox pursues the issues of the philosophical origins of the empiricist prejudice against doctrines of the innate, and the consequences for our view of ourselves and the future of the knowledge of our ancientness as a species.

Obviously a concern with social policy was never far from the surface of our book, and in many places it is the stuff of the book itself. Permit us to consider two issues on which we had strong assertions to make about the link between biology and our kind of society. One is gender, and the other is the relationship between economic organization and theories of human nature.

Perhaps it was inevitable that The Imperial Animal would enter the gender debate with disproportionate tumult because Tiger’s Men in Groups had been the occasion of much hot but ill-lit discussion about the “social construction of gender.” Nevertheless The Imperial Animal sought to broaden the argument by demonstrating the linkage between primate kinship systems and human ones, and by inferring a realistic connection between what men and women had done in the past to reproduce and survive and what they were doing now We concluded the work world had been organized principally for men and that women would lose out in the race for equality if it was assumed they were identical with men. Quotas were one answer, which we approved, because, in an alternative system, women as usual would be the losers. However, events overtook us ever more quickly, and we could not have foreseen how rapidly women would move into the labor force and where they would move. But we did foresee that this move would not be without serious and chronic difficulty unless decent ways, which worked and felt good, were available so that women could be mothers as enthusiastically as producers.

The contest between production and reproduction remains as hard fought and poignant as ever, though in a way it is being settled faute de mieux: more women are having fewer children. This may be a good thing in ecological terms, but it is not self-evidently the result of glad free choice. One certainty is that birth rates in the industrial communities are at historic lows, and it remains our suspicions now as it was our assertion twenty years ago that this is all about the interaction of a complicated urgent biology and a self-assured heartless industrial system. Zookeepers esteem zoos in major measure by how successfully their residents reproduce. Where does the Human Zoo stand in the ratings?

One of the issues we fumbled rather painfully was trying to understand the relationship between evolutionary theory and contemporary economic reality. To our surprise, while berating us on most other issues, our liberal progressive colleagues applauded our commitment to a mixed welfare economy. Gratifying as this was, it is clear to us now that we had not understood then the motivations involved in acquiring wealth and those involved in redistributing it. If we had we might have announced that the small family firm in a totally competitive economy was the ideal situation for maximizing our human potential. In this case, we might not have been so kindly treated. But the present popularity of this model and its rapid and obviously successful rise even within socialist redistribution systems should give us pause.

What apologists for capitalism gleefully point to as a vindication of their system may in fact be more a vindication of an evolutionary view that sees the kinship unit as basic to the whole phylogenetic process. After all, the theorists of capitalism have always taken the individual consumer or the firm as such as their units, not the family and the family firm. At least one view of the newly popular economics of the market sees it as actively engaged in the destruction of the family farm and firm. Indeed, an almost hysterical opposition to “nepotism”—which is nothing more than kin selection in action—has characterized the growth of meritocratic, anonymous, universalistic economies and polities, whether socialist or capitalist. Were we, doing this book again and were we intrepid enough, we would tackle this issue much more aggressively and with much greater confidence. We would certainly expect to do better than the economists, whose mathematical calculations may be correct but are about the wrong things to start with and lead to inevitably wrong policy suggestions. Perhaps it was the social and intellectual turbulence of the 1960s which sufficiently intimidated us that we failed to rise to what we now see as an interesting challenge.

We could go on with the book’s lacunae, but there is a limit to the usefulness of this enterprise because it is always relative to the reader’s interest. If you are a sociologist, you will notice what is missing from that perspective; if a biologist, a psychologist, a historian, or a podiatrist, you will find gaps to be filled. This is good. The book was meant to provoke such reactions.

On the other hand, we are grateful to notice, almost daily, that both the perspective we urged and some of our specific, recommendations have passed into the general currency of informed discussion. And many of these were ideas that were ignored or ridiculed or dismissed as self-evident nonsense at the time. We mentioned our opposition to busing to redress racial imbalance in schools. We saw this as a cowardly imposition on children carried out by adults who were unable to settle their issues of equality in a sensible fashion. Now it is commonly agreed, except by die-hard unreconstructed 1960s liberals, that the experiment has failed and that something else will have to be done to give inner-city black children a fair shake. Again, for example, on the issue of mothers and children and their mutual bonding, we were sunk in a sea of feminist indignation which saw only abortion and day care as relevant issues. What is more, the medical establishment was either indifferent or opposed. Now there is a whole literature on mother-infant bonding, and the medical authorities have shifted their position significantly to allow hospitals to encourage rather than to thwart this natural process. And while day care is still a sacred cow and the route to salvation for many, it is at least now not unthinkable to investigate seriously its effects on children; indeed, this is being done.

We could mention several areas in which our scorned ideas of 1971 have become commonplaces of today’s academic and public dialogue. Tiger’s term “male bonding” seems to have passed into the language much as “inferiority complex” did. Again, our assertion that it was the quality of crowding, not the sheer density, which affected rates of violence was disputed by even those ethologists who otherwise approved our approach. Since then it has been announced as a “new” theory with considerable fanfare and hype, and generally accepted. We don’t wish to point fingers. We are not after the priority prize in any of these matters. It is enough that our innocent deductions from the facts as we saw them are now agreed to be at least testable hypotheses and not simply errors of ideology. It heartens us, for instance, that on opening almost any serious health book today we come across passages like this:

Even if we are not 100 percent sure that a high-fiber diet helps prevent most of the diseases listed, common sense directs us to eat in a manner more closely resembling that of our ancestors, who were rarely bothered by these problems. Their diet consisted primarily of vegetables, whole grains, legumes and fruits. When meat was consumed, most evidence suggests that it was low in fat because it came not from deliberately fattened animals, as our meat does, but from, animals that roamed long distances looking for food. (William Manahan, M.D., Eat for Health, 1988)

This splendid advice is attributed to “common sense.” All we can say is that today’s common sense is yesterday’s ridiculous theories. This may seem a minor example, but it illustrates the penetration of evolutionary thinking down to the level of medical “common sense”—something that surely didn’t exist in 1971. All in all, both at the highest scholarly levels and in everyday thinking, people are now much more inclined to ask the commonsense question: how would our ancestors have done it, and how does this relate to how we are doing it today? It is the inverse of the commonsense view that we grew up with that dismissed our evolutionary past as irrelevant and the investigation of it as immoral.

Above and beyond this we have seen an upsurge of concern for the survival of the species as a whole—the development of a “species-centered ethic” that we advocated. We have already mentioned Rachel Carson and the beginning of the environmental movement. But it is worth reflecting on the fact that this movement depends on the implicit notion that the correct location for healthy human behavior is the pristine natural environment. Does it not follow that the pristine natural environment (our evolutionary setting) deserves pristine natural behavior? There has of course been a flood of commercial exploitation of the word “natural,” and the idea of naturalness remains endlessly attractive, probably because our species wants its nature back.

Again, this now seems so obvious, given the horrendous nature of our contemporary planet-wide problems, that it is assuming the mantle of a new orthodoxy, of a new “common sense.” Thus, what was dismissed as reactionary determinism twenty years ago turns out to be a radical necessity in the beleaguered world of the dawning 1990s. Our plea to treat ourselves as an endangered species, and hence to ask seriously “what kind of species are we?” seems less off the mark today than it did then. Even so, we still have to persuade the majority of our behavioral science colleagues that the only way to answer this question is to examine evolutionary history. But the urgency of the issue will not wait upon their conversion. We had better ask that question, and ask it properly, if we are going to be around to do any behavioral science in the future. And if the scientists won’t ask it, then the public will ask it for them. People are tired of seeing experts fiddle while the planet burns and their eternal optimistic belief in the omnipotence of science and technology is wearing a little thin.

One thing that strikes us forcefully in trying to assess the continuing relevance of our book is this: when we wrote it, although there was much dispute as to details, there was no dispute about the basic scientific nature of the argument we were all engaged in. While an intellectual slugfest was conducted, it was assumed by everyone concerned that what was at issue was the scientific status of what we were at. Harsh critics condemned us for being “unscientific” while enthusiasts saw us as creating a “new science,” but no one questioned that this was the issue. This is not the case today. We are faced in the social sciences with an often less than dignified flight from science. This came about for many reasons, high among them the disillusionment with the prevailing school of functionalism which had dominated for so long that it seemed more than a school to some: it was the only possible form of social theory. It did not, however, deliver the scientific goods anymore than behaviorism was doing in psychology. But while the psychologists responded by trying to develop a better scientific theory (as in cognitive science), the sociologists and anthropologists responded by throwing in the scientific towel. The anthropologists in particular were hoisted on their own relativist petard. Having preached moral and cultural relativism, they were helpless when the doctrine was turned against them and their own forms of analysis and explanation declared to be local folk science with no universal validity.

If our work continues to have a message, then, it is to reinforce a commitment to a scientific theory of society, but not one based on arbitrary functionalist premises. Our theory, or potential for theory, is rooted in the neo-Darwinian synthesis, rooted in natural science pure and simple, and not in some erroneous analogue of same. As such, it stands out as a clear, almost puritanical protest against the tides of hermeneutics, deconstructionism, critical theory, interpretive and symbolic anthropology, and all the other “humanistic” approaches to social behavior currently so fashionable. These are bound to founder on the rocks of their own arbitrariness. We would be the last to deny the influence of ideology even on natural science, but like our predecessors, we see this as something to be avoided, not erected into a theoretical virtue. We do not feel that because human beings have motives, intentions, and meanings, this exempts them from susceptibility to a scientific understanding. On the contrary, these human capacities have an evolutionary history as “hard” as the organs and skeletons of their bodies. If the latter can be “explained,” so can they. The scientific paradigm was a hard-won victory, and it is a hard and uncompromising taskmaster. We sympathize with those who find it too demanding, but if they can’t stand the proverbial heat they should get out of the proverbial kitchen.



A New Normal Science

In fact, developments have occurred across a broad front with a quite astonishing rapidity. Some are within social science itself, others proceed largely directly from the natural sciences but concern themselves with human behavior. Several new journals entirely devoted to these issues came out in rapid succession: Ethology and Sociobiology; Human Nature; Politics and the Life Sciences. These added to the longer standing Human Ethology Newsletter and the special section on human ethology in Social Science Information published by UNESCO, and various other effective European journals and associations. The political scientists have been leaders in this field with their journal and their special section of the APSA. But not at all remiss are, for example, the lawyers. The Gruter Foundation for Law and Behavioral Research joined enthusiastically in the movement and has developed a series of conferences and workshops to bring together students of law and behavioral biology. Their newsletter keeps lawyers and scientists jointly informed, and several important books have resulted from these efforts, one of which is Fox’s Reproduction and Succession (1993). At the University of Michigan, largely inspired by the work of Richard Alexander, a Human Behavior and Evolution project was started, which later burgeoned into a society of the same name. This now has a large international membership and successful annual meetings, and has adopted the journal Ethology and Sociobiology as its house organ. So successful have these ventures been that many younger graduate students now take them entirely for granted and behave as if they have always been there. This is how it should be, but it causes those of us who took the brunt of the suspicion and abuse early on to smile a little wryly at the splashy aplomb with which they dash off research that could not have even existed twenty-five years ago.

When a book of “readings” was brought out on The Sociobiology Debate (1978) it put Tiger and Fox in with the “forerunners of sociobiology” along with Darwin, Huxley, Spencer, Kropotkin, and Allee. We were flattered by the company, but since we were only in our thirties when we wrote this book, and still alive and well and living in the contemporary world, we also felt a little strange. Also, as we have observed, many of the modern “sociobiologists” trace a genealogy that does not include us except at the periphery: it goes from Alexander, Wilson, and Dawkins, back to Hamilton and Trivers, and from them to George Wilhams, and thence to the greats of the 1930s and 1940s, Fisher, Haldane, and Sewall Wright, and back ultimately to the foundations of population genetics with Darwin’s younger contemporaries Galten and Pearson (if they bother to trace that far). It is as if the “natural scientists” are loath to include the “social scientists” in their lineage as full members, thus perpetuating the “natural versus social science” distinction that we sought to obliterate. Those coming from the social sciences, on the other hand, recognize us as part of their intellectual ancestry more readily—particularly since, as we saw, we funded so many of them. For the same reason the “non-sociobiological” natural scientists see us more readily as moving forces. If readers want a sample of what we mean, let them look at such milestones in the Imperial Animal tradition as Melvin Konnen’s The Tangled Wing (1982) or more recently James Q. Wilson’s The Moral Sense (1993) (the first from a biological anthropologist and the second from a political scientist). These, and many others, observe a much broader mandate than that of “sociobiology” proper, and one which is more in the spirit of our own work.

But we must reiterate that the “sociobiologists” of the 1970s were our personal friends and allies (and recently Robert Trivers has joined our department at Rutgers) and when the great line was drawn in the sands between cultural determinism and evolutionism, there was no question where we all stood. There is plenty of room on our side of the fine for different intellectual lineages and traditions, and for debate and disagreement. This is how it should be in science, as long as the debates are respectful and the differences fruitful. Those looking in from the outside may see us as a “sociobiological” monolith; but from the inside what we see is a healthy seething debate and constructive dialogue between various different approaches to “evolution and human behavior.”

Thus, for example, the newly self-named school of “evolutionary psychology” (with its spiritual base at The University of California at Santa Barbara), while being highly critical of what it calls the “standard social science model” (our cultural determinism), is just as critical of “hyper-Darwinism” which is the “fitness maximizing” model of the sociobiologists. They believe they are striking out in a new and original way to examine (often with sophisticated psychological experiments) “domain-specific algorithms” of the human mind: cognitive adaptations to those past human environments during which genetic evolution took place. They are as opposed to the general “maximizing” model as they are to the “domain general” model of intelligence in the Artificial Intelligence community. We only cite this to show how debate goes on. (See J. Barkow, J. Tooby, and L. Cosmides, The Adapted Mind, 1993.) We are not taking sides, although if we were to write our chapter on “The Symbol Life” this debate would be right up in there since it is an end product of our attempts to deal with the evolution of social categories, perceptions, and motives in the intervening years. But our main function in this book was to help make a world in which such debate could take place: where it would be a part of “normal science” to borrow Tom Kuhn’s famous phrase. That the debate does take place, and with such vigor, we can only regard as a mark of success.

We could go on listing and describing examples of what has happened since, but this is not the place to provide an annotated bibliography of all the work that we see as being in some way in the tradition we helped to create. To do so would be to produce a book much longer than this one. In any case, the job has been done: H. P. Caton, F. K. Salter, and J. M. G. v. d. Dennen, The Bibliography of Human Behavior (1993). Just to flip through the pages of this remarkable compendium is to astonish ourselves a little at the wealth of work across all the social and natural sciences that has poured out in the intervening quarter century.

Unlike our colleagues at Michigan, we did not want to form a separate organization with a separate journal (although we belong, and subscribe, and wish them well). We wanted our intellectual virus to spread through all the relevant fields, infecting and changing them as it travelled. There is no question that this has happened, and that the major boost to its success was the work of our good friend and fellow warrior E. O. Wilson. Now that all of us who were early campaigners approach our hoary end-years, we can perhaps afford to look maturely and benignly on the many squabbles among the youngsters, and nod in recognition of our own earnestness and even belligerence in the days when we were striking out into relatively unknown territory. Like any evolving social organism, biosocial science will split and divide, fuse and come together, many times in many different ways. But it is alive and flourishing. Perhaps, as we have had cause to note, it stands as the major bridgehead of scientific rationality in a social science world of unreason and flight from science. Because its foundation is secure, when the noise of battle dims, it will be one of the fortresses still standing from which the rebuilding of a true social science can begin again.



Playing Duets

As we come to the end of this we should address a question we are often asked first: how do two such different people agree on what goes into a common production? This doesn’t puzzle us, since we did it, but it does seem to baffle readers who know us. It is not just a technical question of joint composition—we’ll come to that—but of the melding, of views. The conclusions and recommendations seem so confident that they must, people insist, emanate from two minds in perfect concord.

This is news to us. The reason for whatever confidence that does inform the book is that far greater time was spent discussing each issue—the data to bear on it, the possible interpretations—than on the smooth assertion of political, religious, ideological, or even, aesthetic certainties. We followed the argument, not walled it in or stormed it. We are both fortunately protected by sufficient intellectual confidence and work experience to assume that any challenge to a statement or opinion will send neither of us sobbing for recuperative haven. We could scorn positions while admiring their feckless proponent. We could admire the elegance of an argument while dismantling its basis. Each could accept six straight, better arguments from the other without thinking this made the tiniest difference to his respective value to the enterprise and without allowing the temporary winner to think he had to buy the after-hours booze of consolation.

Please give credit to the theory. We were fortunate to have a fertile, elaborate, exquisitely worked out theory of behavior and its evolution which was rooted in the generous intellectual hospitality of the Darwinian perception. We were its servants, and glad to be. There were new data, there was a world changing every day, there were exciting theories that seemed to promise a better understanding of more human behavior in a way that made both scientific sense and gave some hint of more civilized and fairer social arrangements which knowledge could help provide. Given this, what is the point of egoism, or solipsism, or dreary self-assertion? Of course there is none, and it was a joy to be able to focus in helpful concert with someone else on the substance of a problem and its solution not on its style or reputation.

A few notes more. We shared the whole process of the book as we shared exactly the money it earned, the perquisites it provided such as travel, and what approval or calumny it secured. This is easy to comprehend, but what appears to cause more people more puzzlement is how two people could actually write a book together. Did X write one chapter and Y the next? Did bold X really write it while surly Y wielded a fierce editorial pen? Did X do the recitative about monkeys and Y the aria on newborns?

No. We both had one sacred rule. Every single sentence had to be written with both perpetrators present. We followed this same rule in writing this new introduction. No taking home of manuscripts, no dividing up of chapters. Either could rewrite anything and rewrite everything, so much so that eventually we forgot totally who started and finished what, whose idea was this and whose caveat that. In the end what occurred was a kind of improvisation rather like jazz. A theme would be announced, worked over, run through and worked over again, to the point where the separate instruments blend into one sound. While the separateness is there, it is submerged in the joint product—which becomes the only thing that matters. We had fun writing it; we hope you have fun reading it. We also learned more through writing it together than we could ever have through solitary research. There is probably a moral in this about the biology of social behavior, a moral for the reader to draw.





1.
BEGINNING BIOGRAMMAR

WE KNOW OURSELVES surprisingly well. The isolation of the individual is neither final nor merciless. We are none of us truly isolated; we are connected to one another by a web of regularities and by a host of shared, deep-seated certainties. People age, and their behavior changes. Males and females differ; their interaction and their separateness are trying, necessary, and exciting. Confident of these regularities, people seek to define their own special reproductive and erotic lives. Children are noisy and full of needs. Parents confront these needs with an astonishing certainty, and a hard—if superficially sentimental—commitment to a process they themselves started. Powerful people strut, and though the notion of power is as offensive to some as the strutting, there continue to be powerful people who continue to strut. There will always be black limousines ; it is only the people in the black limousines who change. There will always be someone hunching in those seats in the same confident, heavy way. Humans need food, and from that need a breadwinner speaks to his fellows with a silent eloquence. A mother with her child makes demands that are universally acceptable to even the most ruthless despot or doctrinaire reformer. That bond is the expression of a wealth of understandings and the assertion of a forceful dictate: babies are important, growth is good; the mother and child are icons for our unspoken statements about the value of living and persisting. In each small circle of people—wherever—there is the same pleasure and involvement in what is represented by the simple notice attached to the gates of palaces: “A child. Prince Henrik Fynn, was born at 9:30. …” The fact of birth is its own statement, widely understood.

The purpose of this book is twofold: to describe what is known about the evolution of human behavior, and then to try to show how the consequences of this evolution affect our behavior today. To do this we must draw from zoology, biology, history, and genetics. We must use the sophisticated techniques and many materials of the social sciences—the techniques with which, as social scientists, we are most familiar—to place man in the broad context of the natural world. The real and intellectual pressures forcing us to see ourselves as an endangered species demand an expansion of the vision of the social sciences. They demand a skeptical review of how we explain our political behavior, our economies, our leisure, our forms of education, and the recurring tragedy of war.

As conventionally trained students of human behavior we know we can explain a great deal with the techniques we conventionally use. But not enough. The sciences of behavior have an incomplete concept of what governs and constrains human action. They fail to take seriously enough the possibility that there is an authentic “human nature”—that just as we can define Homo sapiens by how he looks, we may be able to define him by the way he acts and by the social structures he sustains.

Viewing man as an endangered species helps us to focus on the most serious failure of social science—the failure to deal with the species as a whole. This is strange when we consider that in dealing with other animals we treat a species as an entity, a whole, a unit of evolutionary history; something that has come into the stream of organic life by a natural process, has adapted or failed to adapt, and, if it has failed, passed out of that stream again into the museums and preserving bottles.

A species often deals itself a bad hand, and we are no exception. But we are unique in that we can understand ourselves as a species. It is to this introspective and yet objective task that we address ourselves.

How do we achieve this understanding? Given a species of butterfly, and faced with the questions What is this species about? How did it get that way? Why does it do the things it does? What are its chances for survival?—how do we set about finding the answers? And will the techniques that will help us find them for our butterflies help us at all when we apply them to so elaborate an animal as man?

Zoologists and evolutionary biologists have led the search for such answers ever since Darwin revolutionized biology with his decisive concept of natural selection.1 Species are not immutable; new species develop out of old ones ; mutations in the genetic material which favor survival are preserved. The end product of such an evolution is, very simply, every contemporary species. Their anatomy and physiology are the result of trial and error and the sifting of genes over countless generations. A species is what it is because of the pattern of successful adaptation built into its genes. It is programmed to grow and develop in a highly specific way, and the program is transmitted from generation to generation in the genetic code. If we know enough, on the one hand, about the contemporary condition of a creature, and, on the other, about its evolutionary history, we will be able to answer the deliberately naïve questions: Why is it like it is? Why does it do what it does?

It is like it is because of the history of its adaptational strategies.2 It does what it does because this behavior has paid off in the struggle for survival. But there is always the possibility that altered circumstances will make the strategy obsolete and even detrimental. If the obsolete strategy persists, the result is extinction. The adaptational strategies of the human species have clearly been highly successful, but their success seems in danger of backfiring. The circumstances created by these adaptational strategies are such that they cannot be maintained by them. The analogy with the hydrogen bomb is all too clear: the super weapon is so powerful that, if used, it will destroy everything—including the user.

If we are to begin to understand the impasse we have created for ourselves, we have to look at ourselves as a species—as the end product of a particular path of evolution. We have to look at the form of our bodies and the related structure of our behavior and ask: What is it for? What were the adaptational strategies that produced it? What were the circumstances that caused this particular mode of moving or behaving to be selected? Is the behavior that was selected still appropriate to life today? And if it is not, what can we do about it? We know that the striding walk—a form of locomotion peculiar to our species—was an adaptation to hunting life on the savannas.3 But how much of our behavior is similarly adapted?

These are not easy questions. It is not even easy to know the right way to set about asking them. A good deal of conventional wisdom both inside and outside the sciences would deny the validity of an essentially biological approach. Nonetheless, man is just one species among all the others. As long as he reigned confident over the others, he could declare his independence of nature and get away with it. Now, when he is faced with his own possible demise, he has to recognize his commonality with the other species in at least this one unavoidable respect: that no species is sacrosanct—either it adapts or it disappears. There is, therefore, only one intellectual route left for a judicious appraisal of our future: coming to terms with the process of our own behavioral evolution in the past.

To this end we must try to discover the regularities of human behavior—of the behavior of man in society—and to understand them in terms of the adaptive significance they have had. Scientists have looked for regularities before and found them, but they have not necessarily put them into an evolutionary context. They have not seen them as end products of our evolutionary history; they have not treated man as a species, but as a conglomerate of diverse populations, nations, cultures. We are less concerned here with the differences than with the overwhelming similarities—what zoologists would call the “species specific” behavioral regularities that characterize all men at all times and that stem from the very nature of the animal species—Homo sapiens—we are dealing with.4 For it is an article of scientific faith among Darwinians that any regularities that characterize a species must exist because of their adaptational significance in the evolution of the species. If we then ask how a species evolved and what the changing circumstances were that it was adapting to, we can begin to understand what on the surface often appears to be a bizarre piece of anatomy or a decidedly odd item of behavior. So, in asking these questions about the social behavior of man, we need whatever help we can get from the evidence of fossils and from the discoveries of social scientists about the uniformities and variations in our social systems.

To add to this explanatory mix the things we have in common with animals is at once to complicate by adding more data and yet to simplify by insisting that certain features of our behavior have already been observed and explained in other species. This is not a matter of seeking attractive analogies between human and animal ways, but of insisting that we are animals still and that things that are true for the rest of nature hold true for us too. In looking at how various species use, for example, complex social arrangements in the struggle for survival, we learn something about the use of society as an adaptive strategy, about its successes and its limitations. If men are men everywhere, so that studying one group of men will reveal something about all men, so animals are animals everywhere, and learning about the adaptational patterns of one species will tell us something about the processes of adaptation in all species. Including our own.

Our point of departure, then, is to treat man as an alien species, one whose behavior is as strange as an unknown foreign language. Faced with an unrecorded language, the linguist assumes very little except that the phonetic patterns can be recorded accurately, that the minimal units of meaning—the phonemes—can be isolated, and that ultimately the grammar of the language can be analyzed. He knows this because, however much the languages of mankind may differ in content, there has to be a regular relationship between the phonemes, morphemes, clauses, and sentences; and if the relationship is regular, then the code can be cracked.

But why this universal regularity? Because we are one species, and our spoken language—our particular and unique form of communication—is a common biological heritage. It is one of the end products of our evolution that demanded its own very complex kind of communication system. But every species has a system of communication that enables the animals to signal to one another their moods and intentions. And in every species it is the totality of the behavior of the animals that constitutes the communication system.5 Ours is no exception. That we speak grammatically and behave in regular and predictable ways are both outcomes of our common evolutionary history rooted in our biology. A species tends to “enjoy” doing what has been important to its survival: sex and eating are the two most obvious examples. We enjoy both our verbal and our behavioral languages. And this enjoyment is matched by our intense curiosity, our drive to understand what our behavior is saying, our delight in exploring the behavioral biogrammar.

Biogrammar? Each species has a repertoire of signals—postures, gestures, movements—to communicate what the animals feel and what they plan to do. When a young Gelada baboon intrudes into the personal space of an irascible elder, the latter affects what looks to be a huge yawn but what is, on the contrary, a warning display of canine teeth and red gum tissue meant to intimidate the careless youngster.6 When one herring gull lands on another’s territory, the situation instantly becomes ambiguous. Male and female gulls look more or less the same to one another. The intruder may be either a challenging male to be fought, or an enterprising female to be courted. If the newcomer stares head on, it is a signal for a fight; if it wags its head, it is an invitation to seduction.7 If one of the wives of a Hamadryas baboon strays too far and shows a friendly rump to a roving bachelor, her overlord will chase her and bite her on the neck—a part of her anatomy well enough padded to prevent damage but sensitive enough to remind her that, for better or for worse, she is part of an exclusive mating group.8 If a human being gives something—real or incorporeal—to another, something will be given back. Even the Spanish beggar gives his blessing in return for alms.9 A female chimpanzee who has left her band to give birth to a new member does not simply rejoin without ceremony. She approaches the old males of the band with hand outstretched in a begging gesture ; the old males touch her palm or stroke the back of her neck; only then will she rejoin the females of the group.10

All these examples, taken more or less at random from the behavioral repertoires of various animal species, may vary in complexity as one ascends the scale of evolution. But for any species a set of predictable transactions could be drawn up to show how they interact or occur in sequence, how they can be modified, under what circumstances they will be applied, and, finally, how they help the species survive. The total repertoire of possible behaviors of any species is sometimes called the “biogram.”11 But this is a static list; to understand how the elements in the list are related, we need to know the rules that govern the relationships. For although the language of behavior is readily intelligible to whatever species speaks it, it can seem no more than gibberish to the outsider. A foreign language is an unintelligible stream of noise to a nonspeaker, who, however, armed with a grammar, can begin to make sense of it, to isolate elements, and eventually to put them together and communicate. In short, he learns the rules. In order to understand the language of behavior, we need a comparable set of rules for the biogram—the biogrammar, a relatively small word on which hang all the major questions of social science.

These rules describe the principles on which the language of behavior works, though they offer no certainty as to what individuals are going to do. The actual watchfulness and relative viciousness of the hamadryas male will vary from one to another and from circumstance to circumstance, but the response to provocation will invariably be the neck bite and not something else. The form and content of human gift-giving vary enormously, but behind each of its many manifestations the ground rules of reciprocity operate just as surely as the rules relating subject to predicate lie behind all the rich and unpredictable outpourings of Romance languages. Within the limits set by the rules, there is room for eloquence as well as plain speaking. Even those who like to say how much they hate the crabbiness of perfect grammar must observe its rules. If they did not, their words would fail to make sense to anyone else.

If the rules of language are not observed, verbal communication breaks down, and the result is gibberish ; if the rules of behavior for a species are not observed, social communication breaks down, and the result is behavioral gibberish. Most people want—and need—to understand one another. They try, as hard as they can, not to talk gibberish. But at the behavioral level, in their own species at least, they seem constantly to verge on breakdown.

In this book we want to search for some of the principles on which behavioral literacy should be based.

To do this we have to discover those elusive ground rules and those elements of human behavior that are the lexicon of social action. Here we run into the controversy that has plagued the social sciences since Darwin first forced on us the recognition of our cousinship with the beast. Can the underlying structure of behavior be biogrammatical, rooted in the biology of the species? Can elements of our own behavior be compared with the animal biogrammar?12

To a large section of the social-science establishment such a comparison would be anathema—however obvious it may be to the intelligent animal lover. But, again and yet again, man is an animal. He has evolved as other animals: he is a vertebrate, a mammal, a member of the order Primates. How, then, can the same principles of analysis that we apply to the study of the animal kingdom at large not be applied to him?

Once upon a time people actually doubted that there was any physical continuity between humans and animals.13 This is astonishing to us now, and yet it appears likely that it will seem equally bizarre in fifty years that many sensible people—even many of the scientists paid and trained to know better—claimed that there was no significant and analyzable continuity between the behavior of humans and other animals. It isn’t only a view of man that is involved, but rather a whole sense of nature and the process of living things and the system of beings—in other words, a world view which encompasses a man view. The artist Francis Bacon paints decomposing slabs of meat, obscene popes, people whose flesh is already almost part of the air surrounding them ; in their state of nature even the envelope of their skin is gapingly open. Bacon’s vision is that all animals exchange being with their whole environment; nothing is crisp and particular, everything blends. The digestive guts of a chimpanzee and of a man are both wet and colorful, and both are arenas for the interaction of chemicals and food. If we are related so irrevocably in our very centers, it is going to be hard to argue that we are unrelated at the extensions of those centers—our behavior. The duke and the chimp are fellow citizens in the democracy of nature. What unites them is as important as what divides them. The distinctions which obviously do exist are the more intriguing and important precisely because the duke and the chimp both share the inexorable fact of a common primate, even mammalian history.

In fact, the only way we can understand the exact nature of the distinction between man and animal is by first looking at what they have in common. It has long been held, out of ideology, ignorance, and just plain fear, that man is unique in the animal world, that the difference between him and brute nature is a difference not of degree but of kind. A comforting abyss separates the semidivine human from the dumb brute—no matter that the demigod has the body of a brute. For brutes, so goes the catechism, do not have souls or minds, reason or foresight, wisdom or culture, language or opposable thumbs, fire or any one of a host of attributes that set man “above” nature, exclude biology in favor of culture, and enable him to “triumph” over mere animality.

Man’s body is unique; so is his behavior. And in both his body and his behavior the uniqueness represents very special biological adaptations built in by the exacting process of natural selection. The point is not that man has shed or risen above his primate nature, but, simply, that he is a unique primate with a unique primate nature. But every species is unique in its specializations—that is, after all, how we tell them apart; and it is often easier, if they are closely related, to tell them apart by their behavior than by their anatomy and physiology.14 Behavior is as much a part of the evolutionary process as anatomy. The head-wagging of the herring gull is as essential to its survival and success as its wings are. It is how the animal performs that determines its chances of survival. Sexual anatomy is ingeniously adaptive, but it is sexual behavior that determines which characteristics will appear in the next generation; the magnificence of an individual hamadryas baboon’s genitalia will not ensure it genetic immortality unless it manages its neck-biting act successfully.

The uniqueness of man’s body does not represent a difference in kind between him and his primate cousins. It represents a series of often trying specializations. The most obvious of these is permanent bipedalism.15 Other primates are able to walk on two legs, but most of the time they do not. Man made this change as he adapted to a hunting life on the hot savannas. His spine straightened, his pelvis narrowed, his ankle bone solidified, his buttocks expanded, his head balanced precariously on top of the spine. The outcome of all this was the striding walk—the most efficient and least fatiguing way to cover long distances.

In the same adaptive context the frontal lobes of the brain grew in both size and complexity; the outcome of this was an increase in intelligence, articulate speech, greater learning capacity, foresight, and the overall ability to process more and more complex data.16 But the other primates have brains with frontal lobes, too. The other primates have spines and a pelvis, too. They are different because they have specialized differently in response to different evolutionary problems. The gibbon has specialized in long arms and the ability to swing gracefully through the trees ; the gorilla in great size and the ability to digest stems and roots; the baboon in quadrupedalism, large canines, and high speed; man in bipedalism, the striding walk, and the enlarged brain.17

Even so, these anatomical specializations in a sense have a kind of either/or quality not always found in behavioral differences. Either a primate has a large brain or he does not ; either a primate has the striding walk or he does not. The physical differences are thus clear-cut, whereas, with the exception of language, the behavioral differences are not. Everyone except the hardiest fundamentalists understands that bodily continuities exist and are even obvious. But our suspicion is that behavioral continuities are even more obvious. No one saw the anatomical continuity between man and the other primates, because no one looked for it. The feeling that there is a great and unbridgeable gulf between human and animal behavior also has resulted from a failure to look closely and think comparatively. A theoretical blindness about physical structure has been replaced by a theoretical blindness about behavior.

Of course we have cultures, of course we have symbols, of course we have Beethoven, Stravinsky, and Paul McCartney; clearly, we are the only species with the Koran, the Bible, the Torah, and the Communist Manifesto. And of course we boast a plastics industry, supersonic fighters, remedial-reading courses, custom-made jewelry, Ferraris, and crêpes suzette. We are the only primates who make things and then lose them and then dig them up and place them in museums.

And surely no one has a more complicated (and probably unworkable) educational system in all of nature. No one but a human could take our kinship systems seriously. We are perhaps the only species that selects certain especially endowed females for purposes of communal worship because of their sexual magic. And certainly the only species that covers those very sexual organs whose energetic exercise we seem to crave and in which we seem to have a particular if private pride. Only people plant flowers.

But what can be expected from this kind of animal? We do these things because these are the things that this animal does. Given an animal endowed with the biological capacity to produce and attach itself to symbols, we can confidently predict a range of bizarre outcomes. Endow our hamadryas baboon with the same capacity, and the simple neck-biting procedure would burgeon into weird, beautiful, or grotesque variants. In one community the punishment might take the shape of attaching the errant wife to a painted post by a collar made of carved ivory fitted with spikes ; in another there might be a ceremonial public humiliation in which the chief of the band cut off the transgressor’s hair and branded her neck with a red-hot sword; in yet another the husband might lead her around the camp in a halter while the women of his harem sang ribald and satirical songs; in another she might be hanged by the neck until dead. The only limit to the variety of punishments would be the limits of the imagination of the species.

The same can be said about the rituals of courtship. Everywhere in human society this activity is carried on. In some places girls put hibiscus flowers behind their ears, in others they put on a date’s fraternity pin, but everywhere they announce by symbolic devices of one kind or another that they are in the running and ready to run. The content of courtship practices may vary a good deal, but the process itself is universal.

At first glance the bewildering variety of customs suggests that humans can invent any kind of culture with any kind of processes. But on closer scrutiny it turns out that while the variations are almost endless, the themes are restricted in number, and are, in all cultures, the fixed points on which the system turns. The story can be told in many different ways, but the plot and the characters remain the same.

Universal processes, however, do not necessarily have universal results, nor do they give birth to identical institutions. This holds true even in the plant world; the same plant going through the same life processes will look totally different at maturity, according to where it was grown and what the history of its growth has been. But it is the same plant. In the same way, human culture can flower and wither. But because we are the kind of animal we are, there will be fixed points in the culture’s development and routines which are as predictable as the neck bite of the baboon.

We inevitably produce culture, and culture inevitably varies from population to population. Of course, human beings will do human things, and baboons will do baboon things. Dealing with this variation is a problem, because the ideology dies hard that the division between us and the brutes is that brute behavior is passed on genetically, while ours is passed on culturally—by processes of teaching and learning, couched in symbols and particularly in language. This ideology has it that the little baboon is born with a bundle of genes to guide his life down to the last detail, and that, though learning will play some part in his behavior, the use of symbols, foresight, and the application of intelligence will not. He will bite his consort’s neck because his genes tell him to, not because his culture has made it a rule. He will collect a harem because the instruction to do so rests in his genetic code, not because polygamy is an invention of his tribe and one of its laws. He will adopt young female infants as prospective brides because this is one of the things baboons cannot help doing, not because child betrothal is encouraged by his religious code.

Not only is this an oversimplified view of animals—particularly of our nearest relatives—but it poses an unreal dichotomy. Here it is useful to employ a term of polite abuse: the “culturalist” view. This assumes that the human infant is a tabula rasa—a blank slate—unencumbered with the imperative, instinctive demands that manipulate animals. All the infant has is intelligence—and the capacity to learn anything it is taught. Thus, goes the claim, any culture can write anything it likes on the blank slate, limited only by physiology and the laws of learning discovered by behavioral psychologists. Of course, the culture cannot demand that the infant fly or lay eggs or live underwater.
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