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Introduction
JOHN BROCKMAN
In the spring of 2003, I attended a talk given by the mathematician Douglas Hofstadter and sponsored by Daniel C. Dennett’s Center for Cognitive Studies at Tufts University. Later I gave a dinner in Cambridge whose guests included Hofstadter, Dennett, and the Harvard psychologist Marc Hauser, among other scientists. The wide-ranging and animated conversation that evening covered such topics as intuition, evolutionary biology, artificial intelligence, cognitive and neuroscience, music perception, and more. I recall thinking that dinner-table conversation doesn’t get any better than this.
At one point, Marc Hauser turned to Dan Dennett and asked, “Can you remember when you got started thinking about these issues? How old were you? When did you get passionate about ideas?” Dan replied that when he was six an adult told him that since he was asking such interesting questions, he should become a philosopher. Doug Hofstadter said that from the first moment he could remember, he loved numbers and knew he wanted to do mathematics. For Marc, it wasn’t until college that he discovered his specific interests. But what they all shared as children was curiosity and a deep passion for learning, whether specific or general. As one of the other dinner guests mused, “It all started when we were kids.”
How a Child Becomes a Scientist: Twenty-seven Scientists Describe What Inspired Them to Choose Their Paths contains twenty-seven essays, contributed by some of the world’s foremost third-culture scientists—public intellectuals who, in their writing, bridge the once formidable gap between science and the humanities. Their essays, from the mind and from the heart, are personal and accessible. No scientific background required!
As a starting point for the essays, I asked the contributors, “What happened when you were a kid that led you to pursue a life in science? What got you interested in your current field of research and inspired you to become the person you are? Who were your parents, your peers, your mentors? What were your turning points, your segues, your influences, your epiphanies, your accidents, pressures, conflicts, mistakes?”
My goal was to provide readers with insight into the early lives of some of the most interesting thinkers on the planet. And to motivate and inspire.
These essays convey a sense of the excitement that the authors evidently feel about the stated goals of the book. I must also note that that this group of scientists—a particularly unruly bunch in some cases—did not slavishly adhere to my mandate. Some of the contributors sail through their early childhoods and pick up their narratives in college and graduate school. But they are all worth knowing and listening to, and this book is a good place to begin.
The themes in the book are not predictable. Prepare to be surprised.
Richard Dawkins writes about the influence of reading Dr. Dolittle. David Buss learns about certain facts of life while working at a New Jersey truck stop. Janna Levin, in love with the cosmos, fantasizes about traveling to the edge of the universe. Nicholas Humphrey muses about the privileges that go with being born into a dynasty of scientists. Robert Sapolsky haunts the Bronx Zoo and wants to be a mountain gorilla. Steven Pinker turns the thesis of the book on its head. “Rather than childhood experiences causing us to be who we are, who we are causes our childhood experiences,” he writes. Judith Rich Harris recounts her isolation, loneliness, and differentiation from others in her peer group.
Several contributors grew up surrounded by nature: Tim White writes about life in rural Southern California, and Murray Gell-Mann, as a child, regards New York City as a hemlock forest that had been overlogged.
Daniel Dennett, Steven Strogatz, Marc Hauser, and Doyne Farmer talk about the teachers and mentors who changed their lives forever.
Paul Davies and Lee Smolin recall their early encounters with members of the opposite sex.
The power and influence of books and the ideas associated with them is a theme of the essays by Alison Gopnik, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Howard Gardner, and Sherry Turkle.
Mary Catherine Bateson, Freeman Dyson, and V. S. Ramachandran write about important parental influences.
Ideas and experiments informed the early lives of Lynn Margulis, Joseph LeDoux, Rodney Brooks, Jaron Lanier, and Ray Kurzweil.
 
Recently, I spent an afternoon in Santa Fe talking with Murray Gell-Mann, particle physicist, extraordinary polymath, and Nobel laureate. I have had long, rambling conversations with Murray over the past decade, mostly about scientific issues, ranging from quarks to complex adaptive systems. This time I was curious to learn about his childhood—about how he became interested in physics in the first place and about the evolution of his long and brilliant career. During our conversation, he told me a story.
In 1951, at the age of twenty-one, Murray was a postdoc at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, where he often encountered Albert Einstein as both were on their way to work. “Albert Einstein was my father’s hero,” Murray said, “and I could have spoken to him, but at that time I didn’t like the kind of people who introduced themselves and tried to strike up acquaintances with great figures.” Murray happened to be in disagreement with Einstein’s attempts to seek a unified field theory without incorporating quantum mechanics or the strong and weak nuclear forces. “If he had been working on something that looked promising,” Murray said, “I would have felt that I had a legitimate reason to talk with him, but this wasn’t the case. . . .” And now, Murray told me, he was full of regrets that he had not simply asked the elderly Einstein about his thinking back in the early years of the twentieth century, “when he was carrying out the greatest physics research since Newton’s. That would have been exciting!”
Perhaps as much as anyone else in today’s culture, I find myself in an analogous privileged position: that of being able to talk with the world’s leading scientists—and to cajole them into writing essays about their own early lives and the history of their own attitudes toward the world and toward what would become their life’s work. Unlike Murray, who failed to engage Einstein in conversation in 1951, I have no intentions of letting this magnificent opportunity slip by!

 
A Family Affair
NICHOLAS HUMPHREY
NICHOLAS HUMPHREY, School Professor at the London School of Economics and professor of psychology at the New School for Social Research, is a theoretical psychologist, internationally known for his work on the evolution of human intelligence and consciousness. His books include Consciousness Regained, The Inner Eye, A History of the Mind, Leaps of Faith, and The Mind Made Flesh.
On Boxing Day 1960, soon after breakfast, Gower Street in London was deserted. I and my grandfather, A. V. Hill, entered the anatomy department of University College through a side door and made our way stealthily upstairs to his laboratory. The atmosphere was morguelike, and a musty smell of formaldehyde hung in the air. Water dripped from the lab ceiling and splashed onto an umbrella raised over the bench. A clock ticked, oddly out of tempo with the dripping; otherwise there was an eerie stillness. Grandpa removed the lid from a basin filled with live frogs, picked one out, and eyed its strong thigh muscles. He put it aside in a glass jar and called me over to admire it. The dissecting instruments and pins were waiting beside the corkboard.
I was seventeen years old. I had been reading Hermann Hesse’s novel Steppenwolf, and I thought of the Magic Theater, with the strange sign on its door: “Not for Everybody.” I felt (not for the first time) that I had crossed a threshold into a place from which ordinary people were excluded. But in the novel the theater’s door bore another sign beneath the first: “For Madmen Only.” I was proud to be where I was, and in this company, but I was wary, too.
My grandfather had in fact chosen this day to go to work, when most normal people were still in bed sleeping off their Christmas dinners, for the sanest of reasons. Following on from the research for which he had won the 1922 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, he was now, at age seventy-five, conducting what he would later call his “last experiments in muscle mechanics.” He had recently developed a much improved moving-coil galvanometer to measure the heat output during muscular contraction, but his new instrument was so sensitive to vibration that every car passing in the street outside, every footstep on the landing, created a false reading. So a day like this, which belonged only to him and me, was the ideal time to make a perfect measurement.
He could have done the experiment alone. But science for my grandfather was nothing if not a family affair, and he had long been in the habit of engaging his children and grandchildren as his assistants. This is his account of how he prepared for the Royal Institution Christmas Lectures in 1926:
Of the suggestions for my Lectures, the best came from Janet, aged eight, who proposed that I should make experiments upon her. . . . The more I thought about it, the better it seemed. Fearful experiments I would make on all my children: Polly’s heart should be shown beating; and her emotions should be exposed on a screen. David should be given electric shocks till sparks came out of his hands. . . . Janet should have the movements of her stomach (there is no decency in young ladies these days) shown to the audience on a screen. Then the noises made by Maurice’s heart should be made to resound like a gun all round the lecture hall . . . and he would not be content till I had promised that he also should have electric shocks.
Now, a generation later, he had called on me to help him, as part of the tradition. Research assistant or sorcerer’s apprentice? A bit of both.
At lunchtime we ate the cheese and cider that were Grandpa’s standard fare. The cider, pale and dry, came from a press in the village of Ivybridge in Devon, where for many years he had owned a country house on the edge of Dartmoor. Prompted by the Devon associations and the intimacy of the occasion, he told me the story of how he had been able to date precisely the day he first set foot on the moor. He and his mother had been staying for the holidays on a farm nearby. Borrowing a gun from the farmer, he had gone out to shoot rabbits. Around midday, to his complete surprise, he saw a solar eclipse developing, with the sun beginning to be swallowed by the shadow of the moon. He took the glass from his pocket watch and smeared it with the blood of a rabbit he had just killed, so that he could watch the phenomenon in safety. Many years later he verified the date in an astronomical almanac: May 28, 1900, 2:30 P.M.
Grandpa never had much time for metaphysics (“the art of bamboozling people—methodically,” he once told me). But on that morning he and I were developing an unusual bond, and now he let himself talk of things he would not normally have shared. There was a lesson in the story of the rabbit’s blood and the eclipse. The sun, moon, and stars have one kind of destiny. Their times and courses are fixed by well-known laws. Newton could have predicted hundreds of years earlier exactly what would be seen at that place and time. But rabbits and boys—yes, and frogs, too—have another kind of destiny. It seems that we know neither the day nor the hour wherein fateful things will happen. What laws, if any, apply to human behavior?
Pavlov, whom Grandpa had counted as a friend and had several times visited in Leningrad, believed that there would one day be a science of the mind similar in rigor to the sciences of physics and chemistry. For that matter, so did Sigmund Freud, to whom my grandfather played host when Freud was made a Foreign Member of the Royal Society in 1938 and with whom he had got on surprisingly well. But what contrasting notions those two had of what science is! Grandpa had given me, some years earlier, a framed text of Pavlov’s “Bequest to the Academic Youth of Russia”—or, as it became known, Pavlov’s Last Testament—written just before his death in 1936 at the age of eighty-seven. This is the passage he marked out for me:
Never attempt to screen an insufficiency of knowledge even by the most audacious surmise and hypothesis. Howsoever this soap-bubble will rejoice your eyes by its play, it inevitably will burst and you will have nothing except shame. . . . Perfect as is the wing of a bird, it never could raise the bird up without resting on air. Facts are the air of a scientist. Without them you never can fly. Without them your “theories” are vain efforts.
Grandpa loved that image of the soap bubble. Just right, or so he thought, for describing Freudian theory. Later that day, when we returned to his study, he pulled out an essay written in 1925 by his brother-in-law, John Maynard Keynes:
I venture to say that at the present stage the argument in favour of Freudian theories would be very little weakened if it were admitted that every case published hitherto had been wholly invented by Professor Freud in order to illustrate his ideas and to make them more vivid to the minds of his readers. That is to say, the case for considering them seriously mainly depends at present on the appeal which they make to our own intuitions as containing something new and true about the way in which human psychology works, and very little indeed upon the so-called inductive verifications, so far as the latter have been published up to date. . . . [Freud] deserves exceptionally serious and entirely unpartisan consideration, if only because he does seem to present himself to us, whether we like him or not, as one of the great disturbing, innovating geniuses of our age, that is to say as a sort of devil.
Huh! Didn’t that put Freud nicely in his place!
I listened and watched and took things in. I moistened the frog’s muscle with Ringer solution. I had just left school, and the plan was for me to go to Cambridge the following October, with a scholarship to read math and physics. I knew next to nothing about biology. But my grandfather had other ideas for me. He himself had started out as a mathematician, only later to discover the world of biophysics. Now, he implied, the next real challenge lay in the behavioral sciences. A few weeks later, he arranged for me to spend six months at the Marine Biological Laboratory at Plymouth as a lab assistant to his protégé, Eric Denton, where I could learn—at any rate, begin to learn—about life.
And so I went, and so I did.
 
The poet W. H. Auden wrote: “When I find myself in the company of scientists, I feel like a shabby curate who has strayed by mistake into a room full of dukes.” Possibly none of us except a duke can know what it feels like to be born to be a duke. Quite special, I imagine: One would have a sense of intrinsic superiority, of rights of access and freedoms from restraint not allowed to ordinary people. But I do know as well as anybody what it feels like to be born into a dynasty of scientists. Quite special, I can confirm, and somewhat the same.
A. V. Hill, my mother’s father, was a scientist in the grand mold: Nobel laureate, member of Parliament for Cambridge and Oxford Universities in the Churchill war administration, champion of intellectual freedoms and responsibility around the world. He played a crucial part in arranging the flight of Jewish scientists from Hitler in the years before the war. Throughout my childhood, at my grandparents’ house in Highgate, there were always visitors with heavy mid-European accents and twinkling smiles, in excited discussion of new discoveries—who would receive, as the years passed, Nobel Prizes of their own.
My great-uncle Maynard Keynes died when I was two, but his intellectual presence hung over our family, and his wife, the Russian ballerina Lydia Lopokova, with all her Bloomsbury connections, lived on as a spritely babushka. Maynard’s brother, Geoffrey, was a surgeon and medical historian; his wife, Margaret, was a granddaughter of Charles Darwin.
My mother, Janet (she of the moving stomach), became a doctor and later a psychoanalyst who worked with Anna Freud. Of her brothers and sisters, Maurice (of the resounding heart) became a geophysicist whose work was central to establishing the reality of continental drift. David (of the sparking hands) became a biophysicist, who, like his father, did research on muscle. Polly (of the exposed emotions) became one of the first economic anthropologists and studied the workings of the West African cocoa trade. Both Maurice and David were Fellows of the Royal Society, an institution that Grandmother Hill—with six of her immediate family as Fellows—came to regard as her private club.
My father, John Humphrey, was an immunologist and director of the National Institute for Medical Research, where he did seminal research on antibody formation. But like others in the family he was also deeply engaged in social and political issues. He was the founder of the Medical Campaign Against Nuclear Weapons, whose offspring, the U.S.-based International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, would later win the Nobel Peace Prize. His father, Herbert Humphrey, was an engineer and inventor. We had at home a Vanity Fair portrait of Grandfather Humphrey, captioned (after one of his inventions) “The Humphrey Pump”; but the invention of which, as a boy, I was secretly prouder was a one-man “manned torpedo” he designed in the First World War for use against German ships and for which he proposed himself as the first pilot—an offer that Churchill, then at the Admiralty, declined.
My grandfather’s brother, Willie, had been a brilliant mathematician at Cambridge. But he turned to the church and became a missionary in West Africa, where he ran into trouble with the natives and was beheaded (and, so we always imagined, eaten). I never knew him, but I was given the telescope with which he used to watch for the mailboat coming into Freetown harbor—and along with the telescope a pathetic telegram, sent to his sister in England by a friend after his murder, saying simply: “Willie—Gravest News—More Follows.” This sister, my great-aunt Edith, had wanted to be scientist, too, but there were no openings for women at British universities in the 1890s, so she went as a doctoral student to Zurich, where she attended lectures by the great Russian chemist Dmitry Mendeleyev, inventor of the periodic table. Later she became England’s first female industrial chemist. She lived till the age of 103 and was a regular presence at our dinner table.
My immediate family was a large one. At home there were seldom less than ten at any meal, and during school holidays generally more. We lived in a huge house—Scottish baronial in style, with twenty-six rooms and over an acre of garden—in Mill Hill, North London, close to my father’s research institute. I had four brothers and sisters and two orphaned cousins living at home, and another fifteen cousins within easy reach. We children went round in droves, stayed with one another in nearly unmanageable numbers, and met up regularly at my grandmother Hill’s Sunday tea parties.
Stephen Hawking, then sixteen, came to live with us for a year while his parents were in India in 1958. Stephen was an intense, rather quizzical schoolboy, whom I remember (from my position two years his junior) as somewhat bossy. When I saw him many years later at his fiftieth birthday party in 1992, leading the dancing in his wheelchair, I reminded him of his efforts to teach my family to dance Highland reels (but I forbore to remind him of my more salient memory of him, marching up and down the hall of our house wielding a swagger stick and addressing an imaginary platoon of hapless schoolmates).
As children, we lived and breathed science, though of course we didn’t know this at the time. Our sprawling basement rooms were full of apparatus: prototype engines of my grandfather’s, pumps and torpedoes, lathes and jigsaws, Meccano sets, photographic apparatus, Wimshurst electrical machines, microscopes, aquariums. We spent Saturdays running round the corridors of my father’s institute. We went on outings to my uncle Maurice’s observatory in Cambridge. We went on trips on the research ships out of the Marine Biology Laboratory. We accompanied Stephen’s family on expeditions in search of flint arrowheads in the woods at South Mimms.
But the major event of each week was the visit to my maternal grandparents, the Hills. The company at these Sunday parties usually spanned three and sometimes four generations, with my grandfather’s colleagues and students invited to sit down with his offsprings’ offspring—highchairs on one side, wheelchairs sometimes on the other. After a formal tea of sandwiches and cakes, the grown-ups would thankfully retire to the drawing room to talk science and politics, while the children were turned out into the garden to amuse themselves (or rather the several gardens, for my grandmother Hill, who liked to have a lot of everything, had systematically bought up all the neighboring properties).
However, my grandfather would not neglect us for long. Almost every week he devised some new game or experiment: frog races, archery, kite-flying, or perhaps, if the weather was bad, a magic lantern show. On one memorable occasion, he produced a sheep’s head acquired from the butcher, and placing it on the kitchen table (to the cook’s great distress), he dissected it in front of us. He carefully took apart one of the eyes and held the lens up for us to look through. I gazed through this jewel, out of the kitchen window over the garden, the lawn, the swing, my grandmother’s prize dahlias: a beautifully clear image and everything turned upside down.
I still wonder about the effects of having grown up in such a strangely privileged environment—of having been bounced, as it were, into the world of science. Fifty years on, it is easy to make too much of it. Each of us is who we are, and we must each have had some sort of childhood. Who’s to say whether any particular factor carried the weight that our self-narrative now likes to attribute to it.
The “nurture assumption” has been under attack in recent years. Yet I am inclined to think that in this case the causal pattern is real and undeniable. What I gained from this childhood environment was a sense of intellectual entitlement—a right to ask questions, to pry, to provoke, to go where I pleased in pursuit of knowledge. As a boy I was always taken by the words on the front page of my British passport: the demand that the bearer should “pass freely without let or hindrance.” I grew up feeling that I carried a similar warrant to explore anything I chose, that I could indeed safely cross into areas “Not for Everybody.”
To be a good scientist surely requires just such audacity. How else dare anyone do what a scientist is required to do: to challenge Nature to undress before one’s eyes? One might claim an interest in Nature’s secrets on several different grounds, but nothing compares, I suspect, to the feeling that one has some kind of ancestral droit du seigneur.
And yet there is, I’m almost afraid to admit, a downside, too. Indeed, I have come to realize that to take these rights of access for granted may not be entirely a good thing. In my own case, the problem I now see is that I never had to struggle to become a scientist and never experienced any real surprise or sense of achievement at having made it. And I confess that because of this, the rights and duties of the role have not always weighed with me as seriously as they ought to have. In particular, I have never known the proper worry that if I did not watch my back—finish one project before starting another, respect academic boundaries, get the right research grants, sit on the right committees—then my privileges might be withdrawn.
Pavlov’s Last Testament ends with a warning: “Remember that science demands from a man all his life. If you had two lives, that would be not enough for you. Be passionate in your work and your searchings.” My grandfathers on both sides, like Pavlov himself, were the first of their line to enter the world of science. The passion they put into their work was the passion of scientists who daily counted their blessings for being allowed to do science—and who were determined to repay the debt with single-minded dedication. Although A. V. Hill did much else besides, his first and his last experiments were on the thermodynamics of muscular contraction.
Two generations down the line, as I look back on the somewhat random walk of my own research career—in neuropsychology, ethology, evolutionary psychology, philosophy of mind—cherry-picking the most exciting problems as I went along, I marvel at the charmed life I have had so far. But I wonder whether, in the end, having been born to be a scientist has not undercut my right to call myself a scientist at all.

 
The Bungling Apprentice
DAVID M. BUSS
DAVID M. BUSS is a professor of evolutionary psychology at the University of Texas at Austin. His books include The Evolution of Desire: Strategies of Human Mating and, most recently, the second edition of Evolutionary Psychology: The New Science of the Mind.
Mating is the subject that has dominated my adult scientific life. Attempts to trace the causal paths that led me to this unusual topic are necessarily speculative. The stories we tell about our past, the selective inclusions, omissions, and shadings, undoubtedly get slanted toward ends other than unbiased description. It’s unlikely that our accounts will be entirely unaffected by considerations of status and reputation. Nonetheless, there may be value in the stories regardless of the spin we put on them. One theme in mine is eloquently captured by the novelist Vladimir Nabokov, looking back on his youth:
The ecstatic love of a young writer for the old writer he will be someday is ambition in its most laudable form. This love is not reciprocated by the older man in his larger library, for even if he does recall with regret a naked palate and rheumless eye, he has nothing but an impatient shrug for the bungling apprentice of his youth.
It’s the naked palate and the bungling that most characterize my early days.
My family valued education, but my academic career did not take hold at first. When we were growing up in Indianapolis, my older brother was thought of as the brilliant one, destined for greatness as a scientist. With his prowess on the high school chess, math, and debate teams, his straight As, and his perfect score on the quantitative SAT, there was no reason to doubt it. My younger sister was the creative one, destined for greatness in a field as yet unspecified. I, on the other hand, though a mediocre academic performer, had good eyesight; perhaps, my father suggested, I could become an airline pilot. My grades sank further in junior high school and leveled off at roughly a C+ in high school. My class attendance became sporadic. Recreational drugs beckoned. I decided that school had nothing to offer. The details of my adolescent immaturity, which I rationalized as rebelliousness, are best forgotten. One school counselor summed it up, shaking his head with disappointment: “Buss, you need guidance.”
And so I did, but it was not forthcoming immediately. After two drug-related arrests (the charges were subsequently dropped), I decided to leave school. I got a job at the first place I applied, a truck stop outside New Brunswick, New Jersey. The interview consisted of one question: “Are you willing to work nights?” I said I was. So I got the twelve-hour graveyard shift. From 7:00 P.M. to 7:00 A.M., I pumped gas, bumped tires, checked oil, and performed other tasks of comparable complexity. My supervisor at the truck stop was a forty-year-old black man whom we called Sergeant Tony, presumably because of his previous army experience. During slow nights, Sergeant Tony and I talked about life, and sometimes the conversations turned to women. One evening, as I was spouting the peace-and-love values prevalent in the early 1970s, Sergeant Tony patiently expressed his dismay at my naïveté: “David, the man always pays.”
“But Sergeant Tony, what about free love?”
He just shook his head. “The man always pays,” he said. I refused to believe such nonsense—the sexes were supposed to be equal, love and sex were freely exchanged, and I assured him that the world was moving toward those liberated views. Fifteen years later, my research on human mating in thirty-seven cultures located on six continents and five islands has shown that Sergeant Tony was not too far off.
I also recall proclaiming, in between servicing trucks, that jealousy was an immature emotion that only hung-up, uptight, unliberated people experienced. I announced that my girlfriend’s body was her own, that she could have sex with anyone she chose and I would not be bothered in the slightest. I did not have a girlfriend at the time; a year later, when I did, I found that my feelings about the matter had changed. In my professional research on jealousy, which has confirmed the male obsession with the sexual exclusivity of a partner, I discovered a finding that coincided perfectly with that previously forgotten truck-stop conversation: that men without sexual experience report less sexual jealousy about the hypothetical infidelity of a romantic partner than do men who have had actual sexual experience.
Most of the action happened at the back of the truck stop, where some of the workers lived, out of sight of the owners, who occasionally dropped by to make sure that work was proceeding without problems. The staple beverage was cheap beer. Workers, the unemployed, hangers-on, and even Sergeant Tony would be visited by the occasional woman for brief sexual trysts. Although I never witnessed it, I’m sure cash changed hands. A cocaine dealer in a black hat and white Cadillac made sporadic appearances, but few had money to spend on expensive drugs. Mostly, truck-stop life consisted of people trying to get along, get through the night, and grasp whatever straws of satisfaction were afforded out back. Despite the minimum wage most of them earned, I don’t think they were any less happy than anyone else. After three months at the truck stop, I felt I had learned more than I had in over a decade of attending public schools. And perhaps I had, but the learning experience came at a cost. One night a drunken truck driver threatened to “take a tomahawk to your long hair.” Another night I was clubbed by another young man who was just trying to prove how tough he was. I decided there must be better ways to earn a living.
Two chance events turned my life around. The first was meeting a woman on an airplane en route to Amsterdam, where I had fantasies of fleeing to escape America entirely. She was a little older than I was and had a master’s degree in biochemistry; I had just finished high school, taking night classes. She had been raised in Bremen, Germany; I was from Indianapolis. But none of this proved a barrier. We moved in together.
The second chance event was being accepted in 1971 to the University of Texas at Austin through a trial lottery system—abandoned the following year—in which those not in the top ten percent of their graduating class were selected randomly. At Austin, for the first time in my life, I was intellectually captivated by my classes. I encountered the theory of evolution through courses in geology (the evolution of life) and astronomy (stellar evolution). I had not known that there were theories attempting to explain how everything in the universe, including all life-forms on Earth, had originated and arrived at their current forms. I wanted to know more. Deep time captivated my imagination.
The two chance events dovetailed. Each night when my girlfriend returned home from her job at a genetics lab and I returned home from the university, she made me tell her everything I had learned that day. She loved learning and was envious because I got to take classes while she “counted fruit flies,” as she put it. I learned to talk, and as my older brother is fond of saying, I haven’t shut up since.
In my junior year, I knew that I wanted to become a scientist and that the human mind was the territory I wanted to explore. I took a course with David Hovland, son of the famous Yale psychologist Carl Hovland. In writing a term paper for the course, I decided to go out on a limb. I titled it “Dominance/Access to Women,” and in it I proposed that men had evolved a powerful status-striving motivation and the sole reason was that dominant men gained sexual access to women. This was my first fumbling attempt at forming an evolutionary hypothesis. I brought in primate evidence from savanna baboons. I introduced data from an ethnography about the polygynous Tiwi tribe, whose headman had twenty-nine wives. And I argued that the same dynamic was playing itself out in modern America. Dr. Hovland asked me to present the paper to the class. To my surprise, it was greeted enthusiastically. A year later, when I began graduate school at the University of California at Berkeley, I conducted my first empirical study on human mating using evolutionary theory.
At the time, there was no field of evolutionary psychology, and evolutionary theory was virtually absent from all the social sciences. But I pursued it on my own, despite the indifference to evolution expressed by most of the psychology professors and the puzzled, sometimes derisive, comments from my fellow graduate students. By the time I received my PhD in 1981 and accepted a job as an assistant professor at Harvard, I knew there was no turning back from evolutionary theory—the field of psychology just hadn’t realized it yet.
Are these traces of my past sufficient to explain my preoccupation with the evolutionary psychology of mating? Perhaps a few more details would help. From an early age, I found myself fascinated with females. At seven or eight, I became irresistibly drawn to the girl next door. I had no name for my feelings, but later I was sure it was love. When she freed me during a neighborhood game of tag, in which those tagged had to remain “frozen” until being released by a peck on the cheek, I felt a hot, pleasurable burning sensation on my face that lasted for hours.
Did these childhood experiences somehow create some causal vector that motivated me to focus on mating in my professional life? Possibly, yet I doubt that my experiences are unique—although all this is speculation, since little is known scientifically about childhood attractions. As I grew up, I found out that nearly every one of my peers was mesmerized by mating. School gossip revolved around it: Attractions, repulsions, mate competition, mate poaching, mate switching, and sexual conflict permeated our social life beginning in sixth or seventh grade and possibly earlier. Mating obsessions continued to suffuse the social lives of my friends and acquaintances in high school, college, graduate school, and beyond. I was certainly not alone in my fascination with it.
Once I became enchanted by evolutionary theory, however, mating became a natural. Differential reproductive success is the engine of evolution; nothing is closer to reproduction than mating. If there existed one domain in which Darwinian selection would be expected to sculpt finely honed adaptations, mating would be it. Even survival is secondary: It is now known that there are adaptations that actually decrease the chances of survival but have evolved because they increase success at mating. Given the intensity of sexual selection, the acceleration of the evolutionary process through antagonistic coevolutionary mating “arms races,” and the sheer number and complexity of mating problems that human beings must solve, there may be no suite of human psychological adaptations more complex, sophisticated, and mysterious than those of human mating.
When I began to scour the psychological literature for theories and research on mating, however, I found a virtual vacuum. Aside from an occasional study of attraction, practically nothing was known scientifically about how people compete for mates, derogate their mating rivals, emit attraction signals, preferentially choose mates, guard mates, and retain some mates while jettisoning others. Thus I was in a unique position to explore a domain of supreme theoretical importance—a domain personally captivating but about which almost nothing scientific was known. The confluence of all these factors has undoubtedly dictated my choice of a scientific path. My colleagues sometimes tell me that I’m fortunate that my professional life is devoted to such an interesting suite of topics. They’re right.

 
Mountain Gorilla and Yeshiva Boy
ROBERT M. SAPOLSKY
ROBERT M. SAPOLSKY is a professor of biological sciences at Stanford University and of neurology at Stanford’s School of Medicine. His latest book, A Primate’s Memoir, grew out of his annual trips to East Africa to study a population of wild baboons. He is also the author of The Trouble with Testosterone and Other Essays on the Biology of the Human Predicament and Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers: An Updated Guide to Stress, Stress-Related Diseases, and Coping.
How did I wind up as scientist? By all logic, I should start with Gilligan’s Island, a sitcom that entranced me when I was an eight-year-old growing up in Brooklyn. In it, an unlikely collection of seven people go on an afternoon’s boat ride out of Hawaii, get waylaid by a storm, and wind up stranded on a desert island, where they remain for years. The motley crew includes the skipper, his first mate, a wealthy upper-crust couple, a famous actress, a farm girl, and “the Professor,” who is otherwise nameless. He has every book ever written somewhere in the trunk he was marooned with; he can answer any challenging question you can think of; he is forever saving everyone by rigging up some sort of scientific device. The Professor can do anything (except get them off the island, of course).
While all this was impressive, what really got to me was his presumed connection to Mary Ann, the pretty farm girl in flannel shirt and pigtails. This connection I derived solely from the show’s theme song, which went “There’s Gilligan, the skipper, too, a millionaire and his wife, a movie star, the Professor and Mary Ann. . . .” Because their names were linked, I assumed that the two of them must have had something going. In my prepubescent fog, this involved a lot of hand-holding. So it was only natural that I wanted to grow up and be the Professor and spend my time out in some remote field site.
That should explain everything, but it doesn’t. There are still two questions to answer: Why have I wound up studying primates and the brain? And what are the sources of the emotional baggage I bring to that work?
I’m half neurobiologist, half primatologist. For a large part of the year I’m the former. In my laboratory at Stanford we study the interactions between stress and neurological disease. We try to understand how stress hormones can damage the nervous system—that is, make neurons less likely to survive neurological insults—and we design gene-therapy strategies to try to save neurons from those effects. So far, we haven’t been all that successful. For the remainder of each year, I study a troop of wild baboons in the Serengeti in East Africa. I’ve been doing that for twenty-five years, going back to the same animals. The work there is the flip side of the lab work: Given
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