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Do you see today's sociobiology "boom’ as a unique phe-
nomenon in science?

A. The importance of sociobiology is more political than scientific.
From the standpoint of science, sociobiology has produced a great
deal of speculation but very little in the way of empirical results with
any lasting significance. In my own field of comparative psychology
and physiology, for example, people use the same methodology as
before the meteoric rise of sociobiology ‘theory’. Considered politi-
cally, however, the matter is more complex. Edward O. Wilson and
his followers have received so much publicity, and so much of it
very reactionary, that sociobiology cannot be ignored. The impression
has been given that human behavior is mainly determined by genetic
factors, so that political efforts for social change are hopeless or, at
best, severely hampered by a supposed inflexibility of ‘human na-
ture’. Anyonc with even a slight knowledge of history knows, of
course, that this pessimistic view is simply not true. The task for
progressive scientists is to show that what we know about the biclogy
of human nature is consistent with the ability of people to change
their social system, with the ability of people to make their own
history. To get this message across is very important, epecially in the
struggle for peace and equal rights. I'm looking for others to join in

a massive fightback from, the scientific community.

Q. Let's go into your fightback plan later. First, how do vou
account for the meteoric rise of sociobiology in the scant
six vears since Wilson published his treatise on the subject?

A. This is primarily a media event reflecting, of course, the class

outlook of those who own and control the media. But there is a
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background factor, a weakness in our whole system of bio_]ogiefa]
education, of which few people are aware. It goes back to 1957 —
to the time of Sputnik — when Congress began to appropriate huge
sums for scientific education and research in order to “catch up with
the Russians™. Though part of the rationale for this spending was to
boost our medical research, the basic rationale was always military.
As far as T know, the National Academy of Sciences continues even
now its long-time policy of testifying for larger scientific appropria-
tions on the basis of strengthening the military. Because of this
rationale, the government funding of science was one-sided. The
physical and biological sciences were heavily funded while research
on basic social problems was neglected. There has never been ade-
quate federal funding or university support for cross-cultural research
or truly analytic studies in sociology and economics, as opposed to
superficial studies which take the present system for granted.

I know about this because I'm literally a child of Sputnik myself.
I graduated from high school the year Sputnik went up and, for
the next ten years, was totally supported by the government in my
scientific education. Hence, I became a victim of the one-sided
funding. Though T belong to the generation that has produced the
greatest scientific output in the history of the world, I have had te
look back and become aware of how it developed a false conscious-
ness in me. Instead of learning about the interaction of culture and
biology, T studied and did research only in biology. Most of my
colleagues suffered from the same lop-sided education process.

Q. Would you say that MeCarthyism also helped foster this one-
sided development and thus provided a social environment
for the acceptance of sociobiology?

A. Of course, McCarthyism laid the ground in the 1950s by ef-
fecting a virtual ban on comparative cultural studies, especially on
the Marxist approach. This led to our lost generation of students
who would Jearn a lot about biology and wvery little about society.
When you combine this historical fact with the bias of federal fund-
ing towards hard science and away from social science research,
then you get a cultural void in which the mass media operates. Add
to this the bias of advertisers” influence on the mass media that
stresses the status quo and opposes social change. All things con-
sidered, it’s small wonder that newspapers and TV stress biological
explanations rather than social explanations for human behavior.

Q. And the void starts right at vour own level, among the
teachers and the researchers?

A. That's pretty much the picture. T don’t know many biologists

who have done what I had to do recently, take myself out of the

lab and read about crosscultural studies for the first time. This way

T have learned some useful techniques of behavioral study for truly

investigating the relation between the biological and the social. I'm
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afraid the more usual outcome is that a scientist sees the chance for
cheap publicity by jumping on the sociobiology bandwagon,

0. Does sociobiology offer career opporiunities for academics?
A. Yes and no. In applying for an NIH grant, it probably doesn't
help that much to say you're a sociobiclogist . . . but it may help
you get money from certain rich foundations. It can help get a job
in some academic departments (especially in the social sciences)
and it sure helps in getting a book published. But T think it's a
poor foundation for building a career, too much like putting up a
house on shifting sands.

Q. Do you see any possibility of weaning the academic world

away from the one-sided sociobiology craze?

A. Tt will take a long time to turn the tide. But I think it can be
done if progressive scientists learn new ways of working together
and also learn to be more sensitive to the political implications in
their own research and publishing.

Q. Are you suggesting some kind of self-censorship?

A. Quite the contrary, I'm suggesting that scientists have to be
more wary of some subtle forms of censorship they face. I learned
about this the hard way. In 1979 I was principal author of a study,
based on a questionnaire about women’s sexual activity day to day,
which demonstrated in quantitative detail for the first time that the
human female has a period of estrus like other mammals. In other
words, a woman’s sexual activity tends to increase when estrogen
levels are elevated during ovulation. While our study was designed
to reveal this effect, the data also showed that estrus was weaker
than other nomn-biological influences such as the ‘weekend effect’,
a tendency toward greater sexual activity onm weekends. We sub-
mitted our report to the New England Journal of Medicine in such
a way as to emphasize only the part dealing with hormones, ignoring
the social-cultural aspects of our study. The result was predictable.
The hormonal factors got a great deal of publicity in media around
the world while the cultural aspects, which appeared in less presti-
gious journals, were never cited or publicized.

Progressive colleagues have ‘criticized me, and rightly so, for
allowing the biological and cultural components of the report to be
published separately, and thereby increasing the likelihood that the
results would be misquoted and distorted in the media. We learned
from this experience the importance of keeping intact the interac-
tions of the biological and the social when we publish,

Even more basic, I have come to see, is the obligation to design
the experiments in such a way that interaction of biological and
developmental/cultural factors can be revealed clearly. Otherwise,
we always run the risk that experimental results can be taken out
of context and used to support an ideological bias. I had never rea-
lized the importance of such matters until I came to see how much
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distortion ean be introeduced because of the ‘sociobiology’ bias toward
the biological,

Q. Isn't a big source of such bias the emphasis in sociobiology
on sex and especially the relative roles of male and female?

A. Obviously, Sex differences go over big with the media in the
present political climate, what with the defeat of E.R.A. and the
high rate of unemployment which creates competition for jobs be-
tween men and women. In particular, we see claims that women
lack mathematical aptitude or spatial skills because of innate sex
differences but these supposed scientific claims are based on data
taken out of context or from isolated and unreplicated studies. Some
people, of course, are looking for such differences for reactionary
reasons. Other scientists lay themselves open to such misinterpreta-
tion of their work when they simply throw in sex as an experimental
variable without regard to what they are studying, whether in ani-
mals or humans. And, of course, sex differences are found. To say
that the sexes differ is hardly a discovery. But what is the purpose
of the research? After all, the mere finding of a significant differ-
ence in a population is not the essential task of science. We could
find differences between rich and poor people on just about every
known physiological variable, but it would not be scientifically use-
ful to demonstrate them all. Instead the purpose of science is to
understand the mechanisms, the major causal relations and variables,
of significant natural phenomena. The more I work in science, the
more T am convinced that to understand the purpose of science we
must study its function in society rather than in some disembodied
abstract philosophy of science. I know that Science and Nature is
devoted to this task and T hope to continue learning from it.

Back to the question of sex differences, it seems to me that some
are trivial and are being exploited for regressive political purposes,
while others are not trivial and need to be researched. For example.
I have been investigating the question of why warfare is mostly
carried out by men and not by women.

Q. Warfare would seem to be an activity where biological sex
differences would clearly dominate.

A. Of course there are biological factors, but they are so obvious
that they are practically trivial, and they still interact strongly with
cultural factors. Warfare and hunting go hand in hand; they require
ﬂ_'le same weapons and skills, and the same mobility for long excur-
sions. Women are not in as good a position to carry out these activi-
ties because a big part of their lives must be spent bearing, breast-
feeding and otherwise caring for children. But note that this is a
statistical tendency, a strong trend, if you will, not an all-or-nothing
phenomenon. Some women do not bear children and they, presum-
ably, are as physically capable of using weapons as are men. In fact.
we find that in some primitive societies there are often some women
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who go along to fight. The interesting question, then, is why this
happens in some societies and not in others.

Q. Can it be just a matier of social conditioning, how they are
brought up?

A. The problem is much more complicated than that. The answer
seems to lie in a contradictory relationship between the social insti-
tutions of marriage and warfare. What we find is that in a majority
of cultures that have frequent warfare, the marriage residence pat-
tern is that of patrilocal exogamy, that is, marriage partners come
from different communities, the wife going to live with the husband's
family. The contradiction arises because, under such circumstances,
there is a certain likelihood that warfare will find the husband and
his community on one side, the wife’s father and brothers on the
other side — in which case, the wife would have split loyalties.
Should she support her husband or her brothers? Historically, it
seems, the simplest way to resolve this contradiction has been to
exclude women from warfare altogether. Women are not allowed to
attend the war-planning meetings, not allowed to own, make or even
touch the weapons of war (nor, since they are often the same, the
weapons of hunting), or even to sleep with their husbands in time
of war. In one culture, the fingers used to pull a bow string are cut
off from little girls, making it certain they cannot take up arms.

The power of this analysis emerges when we go on to consider
those cases in which the marriage residence pattern is not one of
patrilocal exogamy. If the marriage system is endogamous (marrying
within the community) or if the warfare is exclusively external to
the area from which wives are drawn in exogamy, then there is no
occasion for split loyalties and women do sometimes take part in
warfare. I have found this to occur in 25% of the cultures surveyed.
By contrast, I found no cases of women taking part in warfare in
those societies where the war might be fought against their own kin.

In sum, the important thing here is the interaction of the biologi-
cal and the cultural factors. Taking this many-sided approach makes
it clear that men do not have some kind of “war instinct” that is
lacking in women. To the contrary, we can see that war is a cultural
institution that interacts with other cultural institutions, and thus is
amenable to change.

Q. Edward O. Wilson has a new book in which he argues that
genes also determine culture [see book review, this issuel.
How do you counter such a claim?

A.  Again there is no reason to take Wilson’s claims seriously from

the standpoint of science. There is no direct correspondence of genes

and behavior. His claims are, instead, ideological statements ad-
dressed to the mass media. When Wilson was cornered by a New

York Times reporter, he admitted that biology could account for

no more than 10% of the variance in social behavior while cultural
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factors would account for the other 90%. This, of course, is not
the ratio of emphasis given in the mass media.

Q. Recalling the essay by Engels on the role of labor in the
transition from ape to man, I wonder if it's possible to see
the actual biological roots for cultural behavior at the pre-
human level?

A. Indeed, yes. Japanese workers have amassed a nice body of
literature on the transmission of cultural behavior in the macaque
menkey. They discovered an interesting law of cultural transmission
in these primates which seems to apply also to humans: older males
tend to be the most fearful of change—the most receptive to new be-
haviors and new objects are the young animals, with older females
second. The usual order for developing a new behavior in a macaque
troop is that it is begun by a very young animal and slowly picked
up by others until, perhaps after several years, it is adopted by an
older male, then the new cultural trait soon becomes locked in for
the whole group. Once in a great while, however, an innovation
will begin with an older male and then adoption by the whole group
is very rapid. When we look at our own culture, we see that innova-
tions of typical cultural traits such as slang, mew clothing styles,
changes in food habits, and so forth, all tend to be initiated by the
young and then by women.

Q. And sometimes by minorities? By Blacks, for instance?

A.  Yes, but there also it is usually the young who initiate things

which are then passed along. Apparently this law of cultural trans-

mission applies to all primates including us humans.

Q. Whar about universities as initiators of social change? Does
the equation still hold here with regard to voung and old.
male and female?

A. Td like to think academia is an exception but, generally speak-
ing, it seems we follow the same primate pattern. Academics, es-
pecially the older males, have an amazing ability to speak but not
listen, to teach but not learn. Marx knew about this. Somewhere
he wrote that the professors would be the last to see how society
is changing.

Q. Was he referring to the revolution?

A. It was just a general statement about professors. And it seems

to be generally true on our campuses today. The activist who con-

centrates all his effort for social change in campus work is likely
to get very discouraged. Most professors lack class consciousness
or, better said, they have a false consciousness of their class inter-
ests. They tend to be elitist. They don’t want to be considered
workers. Instead, they consider themselves to hold a privileged sta-
tus — which some of them actually have. It is no accident that the
professors think this way. They are products of the academic tenure
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