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		Without thinking what he was doing, he took another drink of brandy. As the liquid touched his tongue he remembered his child, coming in out of the glare: the sullen unhappy knowledgeable face. He said, “Oh God, help her, Damn me, I deserve it, but let her live for ever.” This was the love he should have felt for every soul in the world: all the fear and the wish to save concentrated unjustly on the one child. He began to weep; it was as if he had to watch her from the shore drown slowly because he had forgotten how to swim. He thought: This is what I should feel all the time for everyone.…

		—Graham Greene, The Power and the Glory
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		Introduction: DARWIN AND US

		The Origin of Species contains almost no mention of the human species. The threats the book posed—to the biblical account of our creation, to the comforting belief that we are more than mere animals—were clear enough; Charles Darwin had nothing to gain by amplifying them. Near the end of the final chapter he simply suggested that, through the study of evolution, “light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.” And, in the same paragraph, he ventured that “in the distant future” the study of psychology “will be based on a new foundation.”1

		Distant was right. In 1960, 101 years after the Origin appeared, the historian John C. Greene observed, “With respect to the origin of man’s distinctively human attributes, Darwin would be disappointed to find matters little advanced beyond his own speculations in The Descent of Man. He would be discouraged to hear J. S. Weiner of the Anthropology Laboratory at Oxford University describe this subject as ‘one large baffling topic on which our evolutionary insight remains meagre.’ … In the current emphasis on man’s uniqueness as a culture-transmitting animal Darwin might sense a tendency to return to the pre-evolutionary idea of an absolute distinction between man and other animals.”2

		A few years after Greene spoke, a revolution started. Between 1963 and 1974, four biologists—William Hamilton, George Williams, Robert Trivers, and John Maynard Smith—laid down a series of ideas that, taken together, refine and extend the theory of natural selection. These ideas have radically deepened the insight of evolutionary biologists into the social behavior of animals, including us.

		At first, the relevance of the new ideas to our species was hazy. Biologists spoke confidently about the mathematics of self-sacrifice among ants, about the hidden logic of courtship among birds; but about human behavior they spoke conjecturally, if at all. Even the two epoch-marking books that synthesized and publicized the new ideas—E. O. Wilson’s Sociobiology (1975) and Richard Dawkins’s The Selfish Gene (1976)—said relatively little about humans. Dawkins steered almost entirely clear of the subject, and Wilson confined his discussion of our species to a final, slender, admittedly speculative chapter—28 pages out of 575.

		Since the mid-1970s, the human angle has gotten much clearer. A small but growing group of scholars has taken what Wilson called “the new synthesis” and carried it into the social sciences with the aim of overhauling them. These scholars have applied the new, improved Darwinian theory to the human species, and then tested their applications with freshly gathered data. And along with their inevitable failures, they have had great success. Though they still consider themselves an embattled minority (an identity they seem sometimes to secretly enjoy), signs of their rising stature are clear. Venerable journals in anthropology, psychology, and psychiatry are publishing articles by authors who ten years ago were consigned to upstart journals of an expressly Darwinian bent. Slowly but unmistakably, a new worldview is emerging.

		Here “worldview” is meant quite literally. The new Darwinian synthesis is, like quantum physics or molecular biology, a body of scientific theory and fact; but, unlike them, it is also a way of seeing everyday life. Once truly grasped (and it is much easier to grasp than either of them) it can entirely alter one’s perception of social reality.

		The questions addressed by the new view range from the mundane to the spiritual and touch on just about everything that matters: romance, love, sex (Are men and/or women really built for monogamy? What circumstances can make them more so or less so?); friendship and enmity (What is the evolutionary logic behind office politics—or, for that matter, politics in general?); selfishness, self-sacrifice, guilt (Why did natural selection give us that vast guilt repository known as the conscience? Is it truly a guide to “moral” behavior?); social status and social climbing (Is hierarchy inherent in human society?); the differing inclinations of men and women in areas such as friendship and ambition (Are we prisoners of our gender?); racism, xenophobia, war (Why do we so easily exclude large groups of people from the reach of our sympathy?); deception, self-deception, and the unconscious mind (Is intellectual honesty possible?); various psychopathologies (Is getting depressed, neurotic, or paranoid “natural”—and, if so, does that make it any more acceptable?); the love-hate relationship between siblings (Why isn’t it pure love?); the tremendous capacity of parents to inflict psychic damage on their children (Whose interests do they have at heart?); and so on.

		A QUIET REVOLUTION

		The new Darwinian social scientists are fighting a doctrine that has dominated their fields for much of this century: the idea that biology doesn’t much matter—that the uniquely malleable human mind, together with the unique force of culture, has severed our behavior from its evolutionary roots; that there is no inherent human nature driving human events, but that, rather, our essential nature is to be driven. As Emile Durkheim, the father of modern sociology, wrote at the turn of the century: human nature is “merely the indeterminate material that the social factor molds and transforms.” History shows, said Durkheim, that even such deeply felt emotions as sexual jealousy, a father’s love of his child, or the child’s love of the father, are “far from being inherent in human nature.” The mind, in this view, is basically passive—it is a basin into which, as a person matures, the local culture is gradually poured; if the mind sets any limits at all on the content of culture, they are exceedingly broad. The anthropologist Robert Lowie wrote in 1917 that “the principles of psychology are as incapable of accounting for the phenomena of culture as is gravitation to account for architectural styles.”3 Even psychologists—who might be expected to argue on behalf of the human mind—have often depicted it as little more than a blank slate. Behaviorism, which dominated psychology for a good part of this century, consists largely of the idea that people tend habitually to do what they are rewarded for doing and not do what they are punished for doing; thus is the formless mind given form. In B. F. Skinner’s 1948 utopian novel Walden II, envy, jealousy, and other antisocial impulses were being eliminated via a strict regime of positive and negative reinforcements.

		This view of human nature—as something that barely exists and doesn’t much matter—is known among modern Darwinian social scientists as “the standard social science model.”4 Many of them learned it as undergraduates, and some of them spent years under its sway before beginning to question it. After a certain amount of questioning, they began to rebel.

		In many ways, what is now happening fits Thomas Kuhn’s description of a “paradigm shift” in his well-known book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. A group of mainly young scholars have challenged the settled worldview of their elders, met with bitter resistance, persevered, and begun to flourish. Yet however classic this generational conflict may seem, it features a couple of distinctive ironies.

		To begin with, it is, as revolutions go, inconspicuous. The various revolutionaries stubbornly refuse to call themselves by a single, simple name, the sort of thing that would fit easily onto a fluttering banner. They once had such a name—“sociobiology,” Wilson’s apt and useful term. But Wilson’s book drew so much fire, provoked so many charges of malign political intent, so much caricature of sociobiology’s substance, that the word became tainted. Most practitioners of the field he defined now prefer to avoid his label.5 Though bound by allegiance to a compact and coherent set of doctrines, they go by different names: behavioral ecologists, Darwinian anthropologists, evolutionary psychologists, evolutionary psychiatrists. People sometimes ask: What ever happened to sociobiology? The answer is that it went underground, where it has been eating away at the foundations of academic orthodoxy.

		The second irony of this revolution is tied to the first. Many features of the new view that the old guard most dislikes and fears are not, in fact, features of the new view. From the beginning, attacks on sociobiology were reflexive—reactions less to Wilson’s book than to past books of a Darwinian cast. Evolutionary theory, after all, has a long and largely sordid history of application to human affairs. After being mingled with political philosophy around the turn of the century to form the vague ideology known as “social Darwinism,” it played into the hands of racists, fascists, and the most heartless sort of capitalists. It also, around that time, spawned some simplistic ideas about the hereditary basis of behavior—ideas that, conveniently, fed these very political misuses of Darwinism. The resulting aura—of crudeness, both intellectual and ideological—continues to cling to Darwinism in the minds of many academics and laypersons. (Some people think the term Darwinism means social Darwinism.) Hence many misconceptions about the new Darwinian paradigm.

		INVISIBLE UNITIES

		For example: the new Darwinism is often mistaken for an exercise in social division. Around the turn of the century, anthropologists spoke casually of the “lower races,” of “savages” who were beyond moral improvement. To the uncritical observer, such attitudes seemed to fit easily enough into a Darwinian framework, as would later supremacist doctrines, including Hitler’s. But today’s Darwinian anthropologists, in scanning the world’s peoples, focus less on surface differences among cultures than on deep unities. Beneath the global crazy quilt of rituals and customs, they see recurring patterns in the structure of family, friendship, politics, courtship, morality. They believe the evolutionary design of human beings explains these patterns: why people in all cultures worry about social status (often more than they realize); why people in all cultures not only gossip, but gossip about the same kinds of things; why in all cultures men and women seem different in a few basic ways; why people everywhere feel guilt, and feel it in broadly predictable circumstances; why people everywhere have a deep sense of justice, so that the axioms “One good turn deserves another” and “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” shape human life everywhere on this planet.

		In a way, it’s not surprising that the rediscovery of human nature has taken so long. Being everywhere we look, it tends to elude us. We take for granted such bedrock elements of life as gratitude, shame, remorse, pride, honor, retribution, empathy, love, and so on—just as we take for granted the air we breathe, the tendency of dropped objects to fall, and other standard features of living on this planet.6 But things didn’t have to be this way. We could live on a planet where social life featured none of the above. We could live on a planet where some ethnic groups felt some of the above and others felt others. But we don’t. The more closely Darwinian anthropologists look at the world’s peoples, the more they are struck by the dense and intricate web of human nature by which all are bound. And the more they see how the web was woven.

		Even when the new Darwinians do focus on differences—whether among groups of people or among people within groups—they are not generally inclined to explain them in terms of genetic differences. Darwinian anthropologists see the world’s undeniably diverse cultures as products of a single human nature responding to widely varying circumstances; evolutionary theory reveals previously invisible links between the circumstances and the cultures (explaining, for example, why some cultures have dowry and others don’t). And evolutionary psychologists, contrary to common expectation, subscribe to a cardinal doctrine of twentieth-century psychology and psychiatry: the potency of early social environment in shaping the adult mind. Indeed, a few are preoccupied with this subject, determined to uncover basic laws of psychological development and convinced that they can do so only with Darwinian tools. If we want to know, say, how levels of ambition or of insecurity get adjusted by early experience, we must first ask why natural selection made them adjustable.

		This isn’t to say that human behavior is infinitely malleable. In tracing the channels of environmental influence, most evolutionary psychologists see some firm banks. The Utopian spirit of B. F. Skinner’s behaviorism, the sense that a human being can become any sort of animal at all with proper conditioning, is not faring well these days. Still, neither is the idea that the grimmest parts of the human experience are wholly immutable, grounded in “instincts” and “innate drives”; nor the idea that psychological differences among people boil down mainly to genetic differences. They boil down to the genes, of course (where else could rules for mental development ultimately reside?), but not necessarily to differences in genes. A guiding assumption of many evolutionary psychologists, for reasons we’ll come to, is that the most radical differences among people are the ones most likely to be traceable to environment.

		In a sense, evolutionary psychologists are trying to discern a second level of human nature, a deeper unity within the species. First the anthropologist notes recurring themes in culture after culture: a thirst for social approval, a capacity for guilt. You might call these, and many other such universals, “the knobs of human nature.” Then the psychologist notes that the exact tunings of the knobs seem to differ from person to person. One person’s “thirst for approval” knob is set in the comfort zone, down around (relatively) “self-assured,” and another person’s is up in the excruciating “massively insecure” zone; one person’s guilt knob is set low and another person’s is painfully high. So the psychologist asks: How do these knobs get set? Genetic differences among individuals surely play a role, but perhaps a larger role is played by genetic commonalities: by a generic, species-wide developmental program that absorbs information from the social environment and adjusts the maturing mind accordingly. Oddly, future progress in grasping the importance of environment will probably come from thinking about genes.

		Thus, human nature comes in two forms, both of which have a natural tendency to get ignored. First, there’s the kind that’s so pervasively apparent as to be taken for granted (guilt, for example). Second, there’s the kind whose very function is to generate differences among people as they grow up, and thus naturally conceals itself (a developmental program that calibrates guilt). Human nature consists of knobs and of mechanisms for tuning the knobs, and both are invisible in their own way.

		There is another source of invisibility, another reason human nature has been slow to come to light: the basic evolutionary logic common to people everywhere is opaque to introspection. Natural selection appears to have hidden our true selves from our conscious selves. As Freud saw, we are oblivious to our deepest motivations—but in ways more chronic and complete (and even, in some cases, more grotesque) than he imagined.

		DARWINIAN SELF-HELP

		Though this book will touch on many behavioral sciences—anthropology, psychiatry, sociology, political science—evolutionary psychology will be at its center. This young and still inchoate discipline, with its partly fulfilled promise of creating a whole new science of mind, lets us now ask a question that couldn’t have been profitably asked in 1859, after the Origin appeared, nor in 1959: What does the theory of natural selection have to offer ordinary human beings?

		For example: Can a Darwinian understanding of human nature help people reach their goals in life? Indeed, can it help them choose their goals? Can it help distinguish between practical and impractical goals? More profoundly, can it help in deciding which goals are worthy? That is, does knowing how evolution has shaped our basic moral impulses help us decide which impulses we should consider legitimate?

		The answers, in my opinion, are: yes, yes, yes, yes, and, finally, yes. The preceding sentence will annoy, if not outrage, many people in the field. (Believe me. I’ve shown it to some of them.) They have long had to labor under the burden of Darwinism’s past moral and political misuses, and they would like to keep the realms of science and value separate. You can’t derive basic moral values from natural selection, they say, or indeed from any of nature’s workings. If you do, you’re committing what philosophers call “the naturalistic fallacy”—the unwarranted inference of “ought” from “is.”

		I agree: nature isn’t a moral authority, and we needn’t adopt any “values” that seem implicit in its workings—such as “might makes right.” Still, a true understanding of human nature will inevitably affect moral thought deeply and, as I will try to show, legitimately.

		This book, with its relevance to questions of everyday life, will have some features of a self-help book. But it will lack many. The next several hundred pages aren’t loaded with pithy advice and warm reassurance. A Darwinian viewpoint won’t hugely simplify your life, and in some ways will complicate it, by shining harsh light on morally dubious behaviors to which we are prone and whose dubiousness evolution has conveniently hidden from us. The few crisp and upbeat prescriptions I can glean from the new Darwinian paradigm are more than matched by the stubborn and weighty trade-offs, dilemmas, and conundrums it illuminates.

		But you can’t deny the intensity of the illumination—at least you won’t, I hope, be denying it by the end of the book. Although one of my aims is to find practical applications of evolutionary psychology, the prior and central aim is to cover the basic principles of evolutionary psychology—to show how elegantly the theory of natural selection, as understood today, reveals the contours of the human mind. This book is, first, a sales pitch for a new science; only secondarily is it a sales pitch for a new basis of political and moral philosophy.

		I’ve taken pains to keep these two issues separate, to distinguish between the new Darwinism’s claims about the human mind and my own claims about the practical emanations of the new Darwinism. Many people who buy the first set of claims, the scientific set, will no doubt reject much of the second set, the philosophical set. But I think few people who buy the first set will deny its relevance to the second set. It is hard, on the one hand, to agree that the new paradigm is by far the most powerful lens through which to look at the human species and then to set the lens aside when examining the human predicament. The human species is the human predicament.

		DARWIN, SMILES, AND MILL

		The Origin of Species wasn’t the only seminal book published in England in 1859. There was also the best-selling and genre-christening Self-Help, written by the journalist Samuel Smiles. And then there was On Liberty, by John Stuart Mill. As it happens, these two books nicely frame the question of what Darwin’s book will ultimately come to mean.

		Self-Help didn’t stress getting in touch with your feelings, extricating yourself from sour relationships, tapping into harmonic cosmic forces, or the various other things that have since given self-help books an air of self-absorption and facile comfort. It preached essential Victorian virtues: civility, integrity, industry, perseverance, and, undergirding them all, iron self-control. A man, Smiles believed, can achieve almost anything “by the exercise of his own free powers of action and self-denial.” But he must be ever “armed against the temptation of low indulgences,” and must not “defile his body by sensuality, nor his mind by servile thoughts.”7

		On Liberty, by contrast, was a strong polemic against the stifling Victorian insistence on self-restraint and moral conformity. Mill indicted Christianity, with its “horror of sensuality,” and complained that “ ‘thou shalt not’ predominates unduly over ‘thou shalt.’ ” He found especially deadening the Calvinist branch, with its belief that, “human nature being radically corrupt, there is no redemption for any one until human nature is killed within him.” Mill took a sunnier view of human nature, and suggested that Christianity do the same. “[I]f it be any part of religion to believe that man was made by a good Being, it is more consistent with that faith to believe, that this Being gave all human faculties that they might be cultivated and unfolded, not rooted out and consumed, and that he takes delight in every nearer approach made by his creatures to the ideal conception embodied in them, every increase in any of their capabilities of comprehension, of action, or of enjoyment.”8

		Characteristically, Mill had hit on an important question: Are people inherently bad? Those who believe so have tended, like Samuel Smiles, to be morally conservative—to stress self-denial, abstinence, taming the beast within. Those who believe not have tended, like Mill, to be morally liberal, fairly relaxed about how people choose to behave. Evolutionary psychology, young though it is, has already shed much light on this debate. Its findings are at once comforting and unsettling.

		Altruism, compassion, empathy, love, conscience, the sense of justice—all of these things, the things that hold society together, the things that allow our species to think so highly of itself, can now confidently be said to have a firm genetic basis. That’s the good news. The bad news is that, although these things are in some ways blessings for humanity as a whole, they didn’t evolve for the “good of the species” and aren’t reliably employed to that end. Quite the contrary: it is now clearer than ever how (and precisely why) the moral sentiments are used with brutal flexibility, switched on and off in keeping with self-interest; and how naturally oblivious we often are to this switching. In the new view, human beings are a species splendid in their array of moral equipment, tragic in their propensity to misuse it, and pathetic in their constitutional ignorance of the misuse. The title of this book is not wholly without irony.

		Thus, for all the emphasis in popular treatments of sociobiology on the “biological basis of altruism,” and for all its genuine importance, the idea that John Stuart Mill ridiculed—of a corrupt human nature, of “original sin”—doesn’t deserve such summary dismissal. And for that reason, I believe, neither does moral conservatism. Indeed, I believe some—some—of the conservative norms that prevailed in Victorian England reflect, if obliquely, a surer grasp of human nature than has prevailed in the social sciences for most of this century; and that some of the resurgent moral conservatism of the past decade, especially in the realm of sex, rests on an implicit rediscovery of truths about human nature that have long been denied.

		If modern Darwinism indeed has some morally conservative emanations, does that mean it has politically conservative emanations? This is a tricky and important question. It’s easy enough, and correct, to dismiss social Darwinism as a spasm of malicious confusion. But the question of innate human goodness casts a political shadow that can’t be so casually disregarded, for linkage between ideology and views on human nature has a long and distinguished history. Over the past two centuries, as the meanings of political “liberalism” and “conservatism” have changed almost beyond recognition, one distinction between the two has endured: political liberals (such as Mill, in his day) tend to take a rosier view of human nature than conservatives, and to favor a looser moral climate.

		Still, it isn’t clear that this connection between morals and politics is truly necessary, especially in a modern context. To the extent that the new Darwinian paradigm has reasonably distinct political implications—and as a general rule it just doesn’t—they are about as often to the left as to the right. In some ways they are radically to the left. (Though Karl Marx would find much to dislike in the new paradigm, he would find parts of it very appealing.) What’s more, the new paradigm suggests reasons a modern political liberal might subscribe to some morally conservative doctrines as a matter of ideological consistency. At the same time, it suggests that a conservative moral agenda may at times profit from liberal social policies.

		DARWINIZING DARWIN

		In making the case for a Darwinian outlook, I will use, as Exhibit A, Charles Darwin. His thoughts, emotions, and behavior will illustrate the principles of evolutionary psychology. In 1876, in the first paragraph of his autobiography, Darwin wrote, “I have attempted to write the following account of myself, as if I were a dead man in another world looking back at my own life.” (He added, with characteristic grim detachment, “Nor have I found this difficult, for life is nearly over with me.”)9 I like to think that if Darwin were looking back today, with the penetrating hindsight afforded by the new Darwinism, he would see his life somewhat as I’ll be depicting it.

		Darwin’s life will serve as more than illustration. It will be a miniature test of the explanatory power of the modern, refined version of his theory of natural selection. Advocates of evolutionary theory—including him, including me—have long claimed that it is so powerful as to explain the nature of all living things. If we’re right, the life of any human being, selected at random, should assume new clarity when looked at from this viewpoint. Well, Darwin hasn’t exactly been selected at random, but he’ll do as a guinea pig. My claim is that his life—and his social environment, Victorian England—make more sense when looked at from a Darwinian vantage point than from any competing perspective. In this respect, he and his milieu are like all other organic phenomena.

		Darwin doesn’t seem like other organic phenomena. The things that come to mind when we think of natural selection—the ruthless pursuit of genetic self-interest, survival of the fiercest—don’t come to mind when we think of Darwin. By all accounts, he was enormously civil and humane (except, perhaps, when circumstance made it hard to be both; he could grow agitated while denouncing slavery, and he might lose his temper if he saw a coachman abusing a horse).10 His gentleness of manner and his utter lack of pretense, well marked from his youth, were uncorrupted by fame. “[O]f all eminent men that I have ever seen he is beyond comparison the most attractive to me,” observed the literary critic Leslie Stephen. “There is something almost pathetic in his simplicity and friendliness.”11 Darwin was, to borrow a phrase from the title of Self-Help’s last chapter, a “true gentleman.”

		Darwin read Self-Help. But he needn’t have. By then (age fifty-one) he was already a walking embodiment of Smiles’s dictum that life is a battle against “moral ignorance, selfishness, and vice.” Indeed, one common view is that Darwin was decent to a fault—that, if he needed a self-help book, it was a self-help book of the late-twentieth-century variety, something about how to feel good about yourself, how to look out for number one. The late John Bowlby, one of Darwin’s most perceptive biographers, believed that Darwin suffered from “nagging self-contempt” and an “overactive conscience.” Bowlby wrote: “While there is so much to admire in the absence of pretension and in the strong moral principles that were an integral part of Darwin’s character and that, with much else, endeared him to relatives, friends and colleagues, these qualities were unfortunately developed prematurely and to excessive degree.”12

		Darwin’s “excessive” humility and morality, his extreme lack of brutishness, are what make him so valuable as a test case. I will try to show that natural selection, however seemingly alien to his character, can account for it. It is true that Darwin was as gentle, humane, and decent a man as you can reasonably hope to find on this planet. But it is also true that he was fundamentally no different from the rest of us. Even Charles Darwin was an animal.

	
		Part One: SEX, ROMANCE, AND LOVE

	
		 Chapter 1: DARWIN COMES OF AGE

		
			As for an English lady, I have almost forgotten what she is.—something very angelic and good.

			—Letter from the HMS Beagle (1835)1

		

		Boys growing up in nineteenth-century England weren’t generally advised to seek sexual excitement. And they weren’t advised to do things that might lead them to think about seeking it. The Victorian physician William Acton, in his book The Functions and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs, warned about exposing a boy to the “classical works” of literature. “He reads in them of the pleasures, nothing of the penalties, of sexual indulgences. He is not intuitively aware that, if the sexual desires are excited, it will require greater power of will to master them than falls to the lot of most lads; that if indulged in, the man will and must pay the penalty for the errors of the boy; that for one that escapes, ten will suffer; that an awful risk attends abnormal substitutes for sexual intercourse; and that self-indulgence, long pursued, tends ultimately, if carried far enough, to early death or self-destruction.”2

		Acton’s book was published in 1857, during the mid-Victorian period whose moral tenor it exudes. But sexual repression had long been in the air—before Victoria’s ascent to the throne in 1837, even before the date more loosely used to bracket the Victorian era, 1830. Indeed, at the turn of the century, the Evangelical movement that so nourished the new moral austerity was well under way.3 As G. M. Young noted in Portrait of an Age, a boy born in England in 1810—the year after Darwin’s birth—“found himself at every turn controlled, and animated, by the imponderable pressure of the Evangelical discipline.…” This was not a matter only of sexual restraint, but of restraint generally—an all-out vigilance against indulgence. The boy would learn, as Young put it, that “the world is very evil. An unguarded look, a word, a gesture, a picture, or a novel, might plant a seed of corruption in the most innocent heart.…”4 Another student of Victorianism has described “a life of constant struggle—both to resist temptation and to master the desires of the ego”; by “an elaborate practice of self-discipline, one had to lay the foundation of good habits and acquire the power of self-control.”5

		It was this view that Samuel Smiles, born three years after Darwin, would package in Self-Help. As the book’s wide success attests, the Evangelical outlook spread well beyond the walls of the Methodist churches that were its wellspring, into the homes of Anglicans, Unitarians, and even agnostics.6 The Darwin household is a good example. It was Unitarian (and Darwin’s father was a freethinker, if a quiet one), yet Darwin absorbed the puritanical strain of his time. It is visible in his burdensome conscience and in the astringent code of conduct he championed. Long after he had given up his faith, he wrote that “the highest stage in moral culture at which we can arrive, is when we recognise that we ought to control our thoughts, and [as Tennyson said] ‘not even in inmost thought to think again the sins that made the past so pleasant to us.’ Whatever makes any bad action familiar to the mind, renders its performance by so much the easier. As Marcus Aurelius long ago said, ‘Such as are thy habitual thoughts, such also will be the character of thy mind; for the soul is dyed by the thoughts.’ ”7

		Though Darwin’s youth and life were in some ways eccentric, in this one sense they were typical of his era: he lived amid tremendous moral gravity. His world was a place where questions of right and wrong were seen at every turn. What’s more, it was a place where these questions seemed answerable—absolutely answerable—though the answers were sometimes painful to bear. It was a world very different from ours, and Darwin’s work would do much to make the difference.

		AN UNLIKELY HERO

		The original career plan for Charles Darwin was to be a doctor. His father, he recalled, felt sure “that I should make a successful physician—meaning by this, one who got many patients.” The senior Darwin, himself a successful physician, “maintained that the chief element of success was exciting confidence; but what he saw in me which convinced him that I should create confidence I know not.” Nonetheless, Charles at age sixteen dutifully left the cozy family estate in Shrewsbury and, accompanied by his older brother, Erasmus, headed for the University of Edinburgh to study medicine.

		Enthusiasm for this calling failed to materialize. At Edinburgh Darwin paid grudging attention to course work, avoided the operating theater (watching surgery, in the days before chloroform, wasn’t his cup of tea), and spent much time on extracurricular pursuits: trawling with fishermen to gather oysters, which he then dissected; taking taxidermy lessons to complement his newfound love of hunting; walking and talking with a sponge expert named Robert Grant, who ardently believed in evolution—but didn’t, of course, know how it works.

		Darwin’s father sensed a certain vocational drift and, Charles recalled, “was very properly vehement against my turning an idle sporting man, which then seemed my probable destination.”8 Hence Plan B. Dr. Darwin proposed a career in the clergy.

		This may seem strange guidance, coming from a man who didn’t believe in God, given to a son who wasn’t glaringly devout and who had a more obvious calling in zoology. But Darwin’s father was a practical man. And in those days zoology and theology were two sides of one coin. If all living things were God’s handiwork, then the study of their ingenious design was the study of God’s genius. The most noted proponent of this view was William Paley, author of the 1802 book Natural Theology; or, evidences of the existence and attributes of the Deity, collected from the appearances of nature. In it Paley argued that, just as a watch implies a watchmaker, a world full of intricately designed organisms, precisely suited to their tasks, implies a designer.9 (He was right. The question is whether the designer is a farseeing God or an unconscious process.)

		The workaday upshot of natural theology was that a country parson could, without guilt, spend much of his time studying and writing about nature. Hence, perhaps, Darwin’s fairly favorable, if not especially spiritual, reaction to the prospect of donning the cloth. “I asked for some time to consider, as from what little I had heard and thought on the subject I had scruples about declaring my belief in all the dogmas of the Church of England; though otherwise I liked the thought of being a country clergyman.” He did some reading on divinity and “as I did not then in the least doubt the strict and literal truth of every word in the Bible, I soon persuaded myself that our Creed must be fully accepted.” To prepare for the clergy, Darwin went to Cambridge University, where he read his Paley and was “charmed and convinced by the long line of argumentation.”10

		Not for long. Just after finishing at Cambridge, Darwin encountered a strange opportunity: to serve as naturalist aboard the HMS Beagle. The rest, of course, is history. Though Darwin didn’t conceive of natural selection aboard the Beagle, his study of wildlife around the world convinced him that evolution had taken place, and alerted him to some of its most suggestive properties. Two years after the end of the ship’s five-year voyage, he saw how evolution works. Darwin’s plans to enter the clergy would not survive this insight. As if to provide future biographers with ample symbolism, he had brought along on the voyage his favorite volume of verse, Paradise Lost.11

		As Darwin left England’s shores, there was no glaring reason to think people would be writing books about him a century and a half later. His youth, ventured one biographer, in a fairly common judgment, had been “unmarked by the slightest trace of genius.”12 Of course, such claims are always suspect, as the early inauspiciousness of great minds makes for good reading. And this particular claim deserves special doubt, as it rests largely on Darwin’s self-appraisals, which didn’t tend toward inflation. Darwin reports that he couldn’t master foreign languages, and struggled with mathematics, and “was considered by all my masters and by my Father as a very ordinary boy, rather below the common standard in intellect.” Maybe, maybe not. Perhaps more stock should be placed in another of his appraisals, about his knack for winning the friendship of men “so much older than me and higher in academical position”: “I infer that there must have been something in me a little superior to the common run of youths.”13

		Anyway, the absence of blinding intellectual flash isn’t the only thing that has led some biographers to deem Darwin “an unlikely survivor in the immortality stakes.”14 There is also the sense that he just wasn’t a formidable man. He was so decent, so sweet, so lacking in untrammeled ambition. And he was something of a country boy, a bit insular and simple. One writer has asked, “Why was it given to Darwin, less ambitious, less imaginative, and less learned than many of his colleagues, to discover the theory sought after by others so assiduously? How did it come about that one so limited intellectually and insensitive culturally should have devised a theory so massive in structure and sweeping in significance?”15

		One way to answer that question is by contesting its assessment of Darwin (an exercise we’ll get to), but an easier way is to contest its assessment of his theory. The idea of natural selection, while indeed “sweeping in significance,” is not really “massive in structure.” It is a small and simple theory, and it didn’t take a huge intellect to conceive it. Thomas Henry Huxley, Darwin’s good friend, staunch defender, and fluent popularizer, supposedly chastised himself upon comprehending the theory, exclaiming, “How extremely stupid not to have thought of that!”16

		All the theory of natural selection says is the following. If within a species there is variation among individuals in their hereditary traits, and some traits are more conducive to survival and reproduction than others, then those traits will (obviously) become more widespread within the population. The result (obviously) is that the species’ aggregate pool of hereditary traits changes. And there you have it.

		Of course, the change may seem negligible within any given generation. If long necks help animals reach precious leaves, and shorter-necked animals therefore die before reproducing, the species’ average neck size barely grows. Still, if variation in neck size arises freshly with new generations (through sexual recombination or genetic mutation, we now know), so that natural selection continues to have a range of neck sizes to “choose” from, then average neck size will keep creeping upward. Eventually, a species that started out with horselike necks will have giraffe-like necks. It will, in other words, be a new species.

		Darwin once summed up natural selection in ten words: “[M]ultiply, vary, let the strongest live and the weakest die.”17 Here “strongest,” as he well knew, means not just brawniest, but best adapted to the environment, whether through camouflage, cleverness, or anything else that aids survival and reproduction.* The word fittest (a coinage Darwin didn’t make but did accept) is typically used in place of strongest, signifying this broader conception—an organism’s “fitness” to the task of transmitting its genes to the next generation, within its particular environment. “Fitness” is the thing that natural selection, in continually redesigning species, perpetually “seeks” to maximize. Fitness is what made us what we are today.

		If this seems easy to believe, you probably aren’t getting the picture. Your entire body—much more complexly harmonious than any product of human design—was created by hundreds of thousands of incremental advances, and each increment was an accident; each tiny step between your ancestral bacterium and you just happened to help some intermediate ancestor more profusely get its genes into the next generation. Creationists sometimes say that the odds of a person being produced through random genetic change are about equal to those of a monkey typing the works of Shakespeare. Well, yes. Not the complete works, maybe, but certainly some long, recognizable stretches.

		Still, things this unlikely can, through the logic of natural selection, be rendered plausible. Suppose a single ape gets some lucky break—gene XL, say, which imbues parents with an ounce of extra love for their offspring, love that translates into slightly more assiduous nurturing. In the life of any one ape, that gene probably won’t be crucial. But suppose that, on average, the offspring of apes with the XL gene are 1 percent more likely to survive to maturity than the offspring of apes without it. So long as this thin advantage holds, the fraction of apes with gene XL will tend to grow, and the fraction without it will tend to shrink, generation by generation by generation. The eventual culmination of this trend is a population in which all animals have the XL gene. The gene, at that point, will have reached “fixation”; a slightly higher degree of parental love will be “species typical” now than before.

		Okay, so one lucky break thus flourishes. But how likely is it that the luck will persist—that the next random genetic change will further increase the amount of parental love? How likely is the “XL” mutation to be followed by an “XXL” mutation? Not at all likely in the case of any one ape. But within the population there are now scads of apes with the XL gene. If any one of them, or any one of their offspring, or grand-offspring, happens to luck out and get the XXL gene, the gene will have a good chance of spreading, if slowly, through the population. Of course, in the meantime, lots more apes will probably get various less auspicious genes, and some of those genes may extinguish the lineage in which they appear. Well, that’s life.

		Thus does natural selection beat the odds—by not really beating them. The thing that is massively more probable than the charmed lineages that populate the world today—an uncharmed lineage, which reaches a dead end through an unlucky break—happened a massively larger number of times. The dustbin of genetic history overflows with failed experiments, long strings of code that were as vibrant as Shakespearean verse until that fateful burst of gibberish. Their disposal is the price paid for design by trial and error. But so long as that price can be paid—so long as natural selection has enough generations to work on, and can cast aside scores of failed experiments for every one it preserves—its creations can be awesome. Natural selection is an inanimate process, devoid of consciousness, yet is a tireless refiner, an ingenious craftsman.*

		Every organ inside you is testament to its art—your heart, your lungs, your stomach. All these are “adaptations”—fine products of inadvertent design, mechanisms that are here because they have in the past contributed to your ancestors’ fitness. And all are species-typical. Though one person’s lungs may differ from another’s, sometimes for genetic reasons, almost all the genes involved in lung construction are the same in you as in your next-door neighbor, as in an Eskimo, as in a pygmy. The evolutionary psychologists John Tooby and Leda Cosmides have noted that every page of Gray’s Anatomy applies to all peoples in the world. Why, they have gone on to ask, should the anatomy of the mind be any different? The working thesis of evolutionary psychology is that the various “mental organs” constituting the human mind—such as an organ inclining people to love their offspring—are species-typical.18 Evolutionary psychologists are pursuing what is known in the trade as “the psychic unity of humankind.”

		CLIMATE CONTROL

		Between us and the australopithecine, which walked upright but had an ape-sized brain, stand a few million years: 100,000, maybe 200,000 generations. That may not sound like much. But it has taken only around 5,000 generations to turn a wolf into a chihuahua—and, at the same time, along a separate line, into a Saint Bernard. Of course, dogs evolved by artificial, not natural, selection. But as Darwin stressed, the two are essentially the same; in both cases traits are weeded out of a population by criteria that persist for many generations. And in both cases, if the “selective pressure” is strong enough—if genes are weeded out fast enough—evolution can proceed briskly.

		One might wonder how the selective pressure could have been very strong during recent human evolution. After all, what usually generates the pressure is a hostile environment—droughts, ice ages, tough predators, scarce prey—and as human evolution has proceeded, the relevance of these things has abated. The invention of tools, of fire, the advent of planning and cooperative hunting—these brought growing control over the environment, growing insulation from the whims of nature. How, then, did ape brains turn into human brains in a few million years?

		Much of the answer seems to be that the environment of human evolution has been human (or prehuman) beings.19 The various members of a Stone Age society were each other’s rivals in the contest to fill the next generation with genes. What’s more, they were each other’s tools in that contest. Spreading their genes depended on dealing with their neighbors: sometimes helping them, sometimes ignoring them, sometimes exploiting them, sometimes liking them, sometimes hating them—and having a sense for which people warrant which sort of treatment, and when they warrant it. The evolution of human beings has consisted largely of adaptation to one another.

		Since each adaptation, having fixed itself in the population, thus changes the social environment, adaptation only invites more adaptation. Once all parents have the XXL gene, it gives no parent an edge in the ongoing contest to create the most viable and prolific offspring. The arms race continues. In this case, it’s an arms race of love. Often, it’s not.

		It is fashionable in some circles to downplay the whole idea of adaptation, of coherent evolutionary design. Popularizers of biological thought often emphasize not the role of fitness in evolutionary change but the role of randomness and happenstance. Some climate shift may come out of the blue and extinguish unlucky species of flora and fauna, changing the whole context of evolution for any species lucky enough to survive the calamity. A roll of the cosmic dice and suddenly all bets are off. Certainly that happens, and this is indeed one sense in which “randomness” greatly affects evolution. There are other senses as well. For example, new traits on which natural selection passes judgment seem to be randomly generated.20

		But none of the “randomness” in natural selection should be allowed to obscure its central feature: that the overriding criterion of organic design is fitness. Yes, the dice do get rerolled, and the context of evolution changes. A feature that is adaptive today may not be adaptive tomorrow. So natural selection often finds itself amending outmoded features. This ongoing adjustment to circumstance can give organic life a certain jerry-built quality. (It’s the reason people have back trouble; if you were designing a walking organism from scratch rather than incrementally adapting a former tree-dweller, you would never have built such bad backs.) Nonetheless, changes in circumstance are typically gradual enough for evolution to keep pace (even if it has to break into a trot now and then, when selective pressure becomes severe), and it often does so ingeniously.

		And all along the way, its definition of good design remains the same. The thousands and thousands of genes that influence human behavior—genes that build the brain and govern neurotransmitters and other hormones, thus defining our “mental organs”—are here for a reason. And the reason is that they goaded our ancestors into getting their genes into the next generation. If the theory of natural selection is correct, then essentially everything about the human mind should be intelligible in these terms. The basic ways we feel about each other, the basic kinds of things we think about each other and say to each other, are with us today by virtue of their past contribution to genetic fitness.

		DARWIN’S SEX LIFE

		No human behavior affects the transmission of genes more obviously than sex. So no parts of human psychology are clearer candidates for evolutionary explanation than the states of mind that lead to sex: raw lust, dreamy infatuation, sturdy (or at least sturdy-feeling) love, and so on—the basic forces amid which people all over the world, including Charles Darwin, have come of age.

		When Darwin left England he was twenty-two and, presumably, flooded with the hormones that young men are, by design, flooded with. He had been sweet on a couple of local girls, especially the pretty, popular, and highly coquettish Fanny Owen. He once let her shoot a hunting gun, and she looked so charming, gamely pretending its kick hadn’t hurt her shoulder, that he would recall the incident decades later with evident fondness.21 From Cambridge he conducted a tenuous flirtation with her by mail, but it isn’t clear that he ever so much as kissed her.

		While Darwin was at Cambridge, prostitutes were available, not to mention the occasional lower-class girl who might settle for less explicit payment. But university proctors prowled the streets near campus, ready to arrest women who could plausibly be accused of “streetwalking.” Darwin had been warned by his brother never to be seen with girls. His closest known connection with illicit sex is when he sent money to a friend who had dropped out of school after siring a bastard.22 Darwin may well have left the shores of England a virgin.23 And the next five years, spent mainly on a ninety-foot ship with six dozen males, wouldn’t provide many opportunities to change that status, at least not through conventional channels.

		For that matter, sex wouldn’t be abundantly available on his return either. This was, after all, Victorian England. Prostitutes could be had in London (where Darwin would take up residence), but sex with a “respectable” woman, a woman of Darwin’s class, was more elusive—close to impossible in the absence of extreme measures, such as marriage.

		The great gulf between these two forms of sex is one of the most famous elements of Victorian sexual morality—the “Madonna-whore” dichotomy. There were two kinds of women: the kind a bachelor would later marry and the kind he might now enjoy, the kind worthy of love and the kind that warranted only lust. A second moral attitude commonly traced to the Victorian age is the sexual double standard. Though this attribution is misleading, since Victorian moralists so strongly discouraged sexual license in men and women, it’s true that a Victorian man’s sexual extravagance raised fewer eyebrows than a woman’s. It’s also true that this distinction was closely linked to the Madonna-whore dichotomy. The great punishment awaiting a sexually adventurous Victorian woman was permanent consignment to the latter half of the dichotomy, which would greatly restrict her range of available husbands.

		There is a tendency these days to reject and scoff at these aspects of Victorian morality. Rejecting them is fine, but to scoff at them is to overestimate our own moral advancement. The fact is that many men still speak openly about “sluts” and their proper use: great for recreation, but not for marriage. And even men (such as well-educated liberal ones) who wouldn’t dream of talking like that may in fact act like that. Women sometimes complain about seemingly enlightened men who lavish respectful attention on them but then, after sex on the first or second date, never call again, as if early sex had turned the woman into a pariah. Similarly, while the double standard has waned in this century, it is still strong enough for women to complain about. Understanding the Victorian sexual climate can take us some distance toward understanding today’s sexual climate.

		The intellectual grounding of Victorian sexual morality was explicit: women and men are inherently different, most importantly in the libido department. Even Victorians who railed against male philandering stressed the difference. Dr. Acton wrote: “I should say that the majority of women (happily for them) are not very much troubled with sexual feeling of any kind. What men are habitually, women are only exceptionally. It is too true, I admit, as the divorce courts show, that there are some few women who have sexual desires so strong that they surpass those of men.” This “nymphomania” is “a form of insanity.” Still, “there can be no doubt that sexual feeling in the female is in the majority of cases in abeyance … and even if roused (which in many instances it never can be) is very moderate compared with that of the male.” One problem, said Dr. Acton, was that many young men are misled by the sight of “loose or, at least, low and vulgar women.” They thus enter marriage with exaggerated notions of its sexual content. They don’t understand that “the best mothers, wives, and managers of households, know little or nothing of sexual indulgences. Love of home, children, and domestic duties, are the only passions they feel.”24

		Some women who consider themselves excellent wives and mothers may hold a different opinion. And they may have strong supporting evidence. Still, the idea that there are some differences between the typical male and female sexual appetite, and that the male appetite is less finicky, draws much support from the new Darwinian paradigm. For that matter, it draws support from lots of other places. The recently popular premise that men and women are basically identical in nature seems to have fewer and fewer defenders. It is no longer, for example, a cardinal doctrine of feminism. A whole school of feminists—the “difference feminists,” or “essentialists”—now accept that men and women are deeply different. What exactly “deeply” means is something they’re often vague about, and many would rather not utter the word genes in this context. Until they do, they will likely remain in a state of disorientation, aware that the early feminist doctrine of innate sexual symmetry was incorrect (and that it may have in some ways harmed women) yet afraid to honestly explore the alternative.

		If the new Darwinian view of sexuality did nothing more than endorse the coalescing conventional wisdom that men are a pretty libidinous group, it would be of meager value. But in fact it sheds light not just on animal impulses, like lust, but on the subtler contours of consciousness. “Sexual psychology,” to an evolutionary psychologist, includes everything from an adolescent’s fluctuating self-esteem to the aesthetic judgments men and women make about each other to the moral judgments they make about each other, and, for that matter, the moral judgments they make about members of their own sex. Two good examples are the Madonna-whore dichotomy and the sexual double standard. Both now appear to have roots in human nature—in mental mechanisms that people use to evaluate each other.

		This calls for a couple of disclaimers. First, to say something is a product of natural selection is not to say that it is unchangeable; just about any manifestation of human nature can be changed, given an apt alteration of the environment—though the required alteration will in some cases be prohibitively drastic. Second, to say that something is “natural” is not to say that it is good. There is no reason to adopt natural selection’s “values” as our own. But presumably if we want to pursue values that are at odds with natural selection’s, we need to know what we’re up against. If we want to change some disconcertingly stubborn parts of our moral code, it would help to know where they come from. And where they ultimately come from is human nature, however complexly that nature is refracted by the many layers of circumstance and cultural inheritance through which it passes. No, there is no “double-standard gene.” But yes, to understand the double standard we must understand our genes and how they affect our thoughts. We must understand the process that selected those genes and the strange criteria it used.

		We’ll spend the next few chapters exploring that process as it has shaped sexual psychology. Then, thus fortified, we’ll return to Victorian morality, and to Darwin’s own mind, and the mind of the woman he married. All of which will enable us to see our own situation—courtship and marriage at the end of the twentieth century—with new clarity.

		
			* Actually, Darwin divided the “survival” and “reproductive” aspects of the process. Traits leading to successful mating he attributed to “sexual selection,” as distinct from natural selection. But these days, natural selection is often defined broadly, to encompass both aspects: the preservation of traits that are in any way conducive to getting an organism’s genes into the next generation.

			* In this book I will sometimes talk about what natural selection “wants” or “intends,” or about what “values” are implicit in its workings. I’ll always use quotation marks, since these are just metaphors. But the metaphors are worth using, I believe, because they help us come to moral terms with Darwinism.

		

	
		Chapter 2: MALE AND FEMALE

		
			In the most distinct classes of the animal kingdom, with mammals, birds, reptiles, fishes, insects, and even crustaceans, the differences between the sexes follow almost exactly the same rules; the males are almost always the wooers.…

			—The Descent of Man (1871)1

		

		Darwin was wrong about sex.

		He wasn’t wrong about the males being the wooers. His reading of the basic characters of the two sexes holds up well today. “The female, … with the rarest exception, is less eager than the male.… [S]he is coy, and may often be seen endeavouring for a long time to escape from the male. Every one who has attended to the habits of animals will be able to call to mind instances of this kind.… The exertion of some choice on the part of the female seems almost as general a law as the eagerness of the male.”2

		Nor was Darwin wrong about the consequences of this asymmetrical interest. He saw that female reticence left males competing with one another for scarce reproductive opportunities, and thus explained why males so often have built-in weapons—the horns of stags, the hornlike mandibles of stag beetles, the fierce canines of chimpanzees.3 Males not hereditarily equipped for combat with other males have been excluded from sex, and their traits have thus been discarded by natural selection.

		Darwin also saw that the choosiness of females gives great moment to their choices. If they prefer to mate with particular kinds of males, those kinds will proliferate. Hence the ornamentation of so many male animals—a lizard’s inflatable throat sack, brightly colored during the mating season; the immense, cumbersome tail of the peacock; and, again, the stag’s horns, which seem more elaborate than the needs of combat alone would dictate.4 These decorations have evolved not because they aid in daily survival—if anything, they complicate it—but because they can so charm a female as to outweigh the everyday burdens they bring. (How it came to be in the genetic interest of females to be charmed by such things is another story, and a point of subtle disagreement among biologists.)5

		Both of these variants of natural selection—combat among males and discernment by females—Darwin called “sexual selection.” He took great pride in the idea, and justifiably so. Sexual selection is a nonobvious extension of his general theory that accounts for seeming exceptions to it (like garish colors that virtually say “Kill me” to predators), and that has not just endured over time but grown in scope.

		What Darwin was wrong about was the evolutionary cause of female coyness and male eagerness. He saw that this imbalance of interest creates competition among males for precious reproductive slots, and he saw the consequences of this competition; but he didn’t see what had created the imbalance. His attempt late in life to explain the phenomenon was unsuccessful.6 And, in fairness to him, whole generations of biologists would do no better.

		Now that there is a consensus on the solution, the long failure to find it seems puzzling. It’s a very simple solution. In this sense, sex is typical of many behaviors illuminated by natural selection; though the illumination has gotten truly powerful only within the last three decades, it could in principle have done so a century earlier, so plainly does it follow from Darwin’s view of life. There is some subtle logic involved, so Darwin can be forgiven for not having seen the full scope of his theory. Still, if he were around today to hear evolutionary biologists talk about sex, he might well sink into one of his self-effacing funks, exclaiming at his obtuseness in not getting the picture sooner.

		PLAYING GOD

		The first step toward understanding the basic imbalance of the sexes is to assume hypothetically the role natural selection plays in designing a species. Take the human species, for example. Suppose you’re in charge of installing, in the minds of human (or prehuman) beings, rules of behavior that will guide them through life, the object of the game being to maximize each person’s genetic legacy. To oversimplify a bit: you’re supposed to make each person behave in such a way that he or she is likely to have lots of offspring—offspring, moreover, who themselves have lots of offspring.

		Obviously, this isn’t the way natural selection actually works. It doesn’t consciously design organisms. It doesn’t consciously do anything. It blindly preserves hereditary traits that happen to enhance survival and reproduction.* Still, natural selection works as if it were consciously designing organisms, so pretending you’re in charge of organism design is a legitimate way to figure out which tendencies evolution is likely to have ingrained in people and other animals. In fact, this is what evolutionary biologists spend a good deal of time doing: looking at a trait—mental or otherwise—and figuring out what, if any, engineering challenge it is a solution to.

		When playing the Administrator of Evolution, and trying to maximize genetic legacy, you quickly discover that this goal implies different tendencies for men and women. Men can reproduce hundreds of times a year, assuming they can persuade enough women to cooperate, and assuming there aren’t any laws against polygamy—which there assuredly weren’t in the environment where much of our evolution took place. Women, on the other hand, can’t reproduce more often than once a year. The asymmetry lies partly in the high price of eggs; in all species they’re bigger and rarer than minuscule, mass-produced sperm. (That, in fact, is biology’s official definition of a female: the one with the larger sex cells.) But the asymmetry is exaggerated by the details of mammalian reproduction; the egg’s lengthy conversion into an organism happens inside the female, and she can’t handle many projects at once.

		So, while there are various reasons why it could make Darwinian sense for a woman to mate with more than one man (maybe the first man was infertile, for example), there comes a time when having more sex just isn’t worth the trouble. Better to get some rest or grab a bite to eat. For a man, unless he’s really on the brink of collapse or starvation, that time never comes. Each new partner offers a very real chance to get more genes into the next generation—a much more valuable prospect, in the Darwinian calculus, than a nap or a meal. As the evolutionary psychologists Martin Daly and Margo Wilson have succinctly put it: for males “there is always the possibility of doing better.”7

		There’s a sense in which a female can do better, too, but it has to do with quality, not quantity. Giving birth to a child involves a huge commitment of time, not to mention energy, and nature has put a low ceiling on how many such enterprises she can undertake. So each child, from her (genetic) point of view, is an extremely precious gene machine. Its ability to survive and then, in turn, produce its own young gene machines is of mammoth importance. It makes Darwinian sense, then, for a woman to be selective about the man who is going to help her build each gene machine. She should size up an aspiring partner before letting him in on the investment, asking herself what he’ll bring to the project. This question then entails a number of subquestions that, in the human species especially, are more numerous and subtle than you might guess.

		Before we go into these questions, a couple of points must be made. One is that the woman needn’t literally ask them, or even be aware of them. Much of the relevant history of our species took place before our ancestors were smart enough to ask much of anything. And even in the more recent past, after the arrival of language and self-awareness, there has been no reason for every evolved behavioral tendency to fall under conscious control. In fact, sometimes it is emphatically not in our genetic interest to be aware of exactly what we are doing or why. (Hence Freud, who was definitely onto something, though some evolutionary psychologists would say he didn’t know exactly what.) In the case of sexual attraction, at any rate, everyday experience suggests that natural selection has wielded its influence largely via the emotional spigots that turn on and off such feelings as tentative attraction, fierce passion, and swoon-inducing infatuation. A woman doesn’t typically size up a man and think: “He seems like a worthy contributor to my genetic legacy.” She just sizes him up and feels attracted to him—or doesn’t. All the “thinking” has been done—unconsciously, metaphorically—by natural selection. Genes leading to attractions that wound up being good for her ancestors’ genetic legacies have flourished, and those leading to less productive attractions have not.

		Understanding the often unconscious nature of genetic control is the first step toward understanding
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