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Unraveling the Significance

of Childhood

Michael E. Lamb

THE EVOLUTION OF CHILDHOOD: Relationships, Emotion, Mind. Melvin Konner. xvi + 943 pp. The
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2010. $39.95.

elvin Konner’s The Evolution of Child-
M hood caps a distinguished career,

which began in the 1960s with an im-
portant piece of fieldwork among the !'Kung
San, nomadic hunter-gatherers who live in the
Kalahari Desert. That study had a dramatic
effect on both anthropology and developmen-
tal psychology, in part because its ethological
observations, methods and conclusions influ-
enced a generation of scholars, including John
Bowlby, the father of attachment theory.

Although the 'Kung way of life had been af-
fected by Western practices and material by the
time Konner’s team (led by the eminent anthro-
pologist Irven DeVore) conducted their seminal
fieldwork, the project was of considerable im-
portance to evolution-minded behavioral sci-
entists. The hunting-and-gathering lifestyle of
the 'Kung was believed to provide insight into
how the first humans (also hunters and gather-
ers) behaved in the environment in which our
species evolved and to which Homo sapiens is
thus adapted.

Konner’s observations of Kung infant life,
and especially of infant-mother relationships,
feature prominently in this new book, but his
goal is much more ambitious: to synthesize all
the literature bearing on the evolutionary emer-
gence of our species, and especially on the ways
in which humans came to raise their children.
The breadth of vision he displays is extraordi-
nary. Konner summarizes a considerable body
of research on human evolution, beginning with
paleontological and archaeological work on the
emergence of life-forms and continuing through
evidence regarding the emergence of mammals,
primates, hominids and early humans, until
finally Homo sapiens enters the scene. The vol-
ume is a singular achievement, not least be-
cause it encompasses, and describes accessibly
and eloquently, many fields of endeavor and
scholarship, ranging from molecular biology
and interpretation of the geological record, to
the interpretation of bone fragments found in

archaeological sites, to observational research
on the behavior of contemporary humans in a
wide variety of ecological niches. Furthermore,
Konner does not limit himself to secondary
sources, as many might do when attempting
to place their own research in broader context.
Instead, he lucidly discusses a vast range of pri-
mary sources. The book’s 753 pages of text are
accompanied by 159 pages of references.

The goal may be extraordinarily ambitious,
but the exercise must be deemed a remark-
able success. Konner achieves a readable and
persuasive synthesis more inclusive than any-
thing ever before attempted. His account of
human evolution, and especially of the evolu-
tion of childhood, is coherent and compelling.
Of course, given the breadth of materials and
disciplines it spans, the portrait painted offers
a personal perspective, reflective of some selec-
tivity. When discussing some topics, for exam-
ple, especially those furthest from his own line
of research, Konner does not make reference
to all the latest arguments and materials—an
inevitable compromise when the canvas is so
large. Furthermore, his account perhaps un-
derstandably privileges the research conducted
by scholars based at or associated with Har-
vard, the institution where he studied for many
years. Studies carried out by Konner’s col-
leagues (including many who were, like him,
members of the multidisciplinary teams that
studied the 'Kung in Botswana) are described
more sympathetically and in much greater
depth than the work of other researchers.
Of course, the studies conducted by DeVore,
Robert LeVine, Beatrice Whiting, John Whiting,
Marjorie Shostak, Patricia Draper and Sarah
Hrdy (to name but a few on the distinguished
roster) indeed made profound and lasting con-
tributions, but readers with particular interest
in the topics explored by these scholars may
be disappointed by the relative inattention to
other important research conducted by later
generations, especially of anthropologists and
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psychologists, who were not part of the Har-
vard extended family.

Konner’s chief focus is, of course, on human
childhood, although his analysis is extraordi-
narily well contextualized by reference to the
ancillary fields documenting key transitions in
the evolutionary process. He draws attention
to the fact that upright bipedal locomotion of-
fered many advantages to our socially living,
hunting-and-gathering ancestors, but notes that
these advantages came with a price—notably,
a narrowed pelvis that made it necessary for
parturition to occur when offspring were still
extremely immature. In essence, this meant
that the “fourth trimester” of fetal development
took place outside the womb, and the increased
child-care demands increased women’s needs
for social protection and support, thereby pro-
moting sociality, pair-bonding and the nascent
family. These in turn made even longer periods
of dependent and protected development pos-
sible, perhaps explaining why our species is
characterized by an extended period of brain
growth and development, which continues
over a much greater proportion of the life span
in humans than in any other primates. Long,
protected childhoods, group living, enduring
social bonds, and big brains not only made
extensive play possible but also ensured that
it paid benefits in terms of intellectual sophis-
tication and cognitive mastery, justifying the
“sapiens” label to which our species lays claim.

Humans have, of course, always been distin-
guished by their behavioral flexibility, a degree
of adaptability that has allowed them to occupy
an extraordinarily diverse range of ecologies,
including icy, windswept terrains that differ in
every respect from the warm savannah where
the species likely evolved. Despite this flexibil-
ity and adaptability, Konner argues, our species
is characterized by a large number of behav-
ioral universals, many organized around the
fundamental features of child care, and many
revealing gender dimorphisms.

His arguments in this regard may be more
controversial than his more extended synthetic
analysis of evolutionary history. In particular,
some readers may be more comfortable with
the list of content-free “universal” processes
(such as habituation, mimicry, attachment and
cultural construction of perception) that are
summarized in table 29.3 than with the list of
content-laden features (such as coy or flirta-
tious behavior, personal property, parental de-
votion, depression and male abuse of power)
that are represented as cultural universals else-
where in chapter 29 and in other parts of the
book as well. Furthermore, psychologists in
particular will be uncomfortable with the in-
attention to variability and individual differ-
ences—especially because references to their
existence are overshadowed by the emphasis
on universal regularities.
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MOSQUITO EMPIRES: Ecology and War in the Greater Carib-
bean, 1620-1914. By ]. R. McNeill. Reviewed by David Arnold.
McNeill demonstrates that differential immunity to mosquito-borne
diseases such as yellow fever and malaria played an important role in
the military and political history of the Greater Caribbean

ATOMIC OBSESSION: Nuclear Alarmism From Hiroshima to al-
Qaeda. By John Mueller. Reviewed by Hugh Gusterson. Readers of
all political persuasions will find things to be annoyed at in Mueller’s
argument that both the dangers and the importance of nuclear weapons
have been exaggerated

THE HADZA: Hunter-Gatherers of Tanzania. By Frank W. Marlowe.
* LIFE HISTORIES OF THE DOBE !KUNG: Food, Fatness, and Well-
Being Over the Life-Span. By Nancy Howell. Reviewed by Melvin
Konner. These superb books tell us much about what it is like to live by
foraging for wild food on an open plain in a warm climate

SACRIFICE ZONES: The Front Lines of Toxic Chemical Exposure in
the United States. By Steve Lerner. Reviewed by Lauren Byrnes,
Sarah Mele and Daniel Faber. Lerner describes 12 communities whose
residents, plagued by pollution from some of the most environmentally
hazardous sites and facilities in the United States, are fighting for their
right to a clean and healthy environment

THE CYBERNETIC BRAIN: Sketches of Another Future. By Andrew
Pickering. Reviewed by Brian Hayes. Pickering has deeply engaging
stories to tell about the lives and work of six men who were key mem-
bers of the British cybernetics community

CLIMATOPOLIS: How Our Cities Will Thrive in the Hotter Future.
By Matthew E. Kahn. Reviewed by David Satterthwaite. Kahn is
confident that market forces, human ingenuity and economic growth
will support adaptation to climate change and has little use for the idea
that government could have a constructive role to play

DANCE OF THE PHOTONS: From Einstein to Quantum Teleporta-
tion. By Anton Zeilinger. Reviewed by Peter Pesic. In a tour de force
of exposition, Zeilinger explains with verve and charm how quantum
effects are made visible and measurable in experiments

SEEKING REFUGE: Birds and Landscapes of the Pacific Flyway.
By Robert M. Wilson. Reviewed by Jared Farmer. Wilson recounts
the history of governmental efforts to provide wetlands where birds can
sojourn during migration

ESCAPE FROM THE IVORY TOWER: A Guide to Making Your Sci-
ence Matter. By Nancy Baron.  EXPLAINING RESEARCH: How to
Reach Key Audiences to Advance Your Work. By Dennis Meredith.
Reviewed by Elsa Youngsteadt. Baron and Meredith offer tips for scien-
tists wanting to improve their ability to explain and promote their research

THE CALCULUS OF SELFISHNESS. By Karl Sigmund. Reviewed by
Cosma Shalizi. Sigmund provides an excellent introduction to the use
of evolutionary game theory to investigate reciprocity, says Shalizi

A STATE OF CHANGE: Forgotten Landscapes of California. By
Laura Cunningham. Reviewed by Anna Lena Phillips. Drawing
on 30 years of research and field observation, Laura Cunningham uses
paintings and sketches to portray California’s ecological history
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Meanwhile, social anthropologists
may be unsettled by Konner’s under-
standable depiction of the !Kung expe-
rience as the definitive hunter-gatherer
lifestyle, the one used to represent an-
cestral realities—and by his relative in-
attention to variations among contem-
porary hunter-gatherers, which at the
very least underscore human adapt-
ability in the face of contrasting eco-
logical demands. There is also likely to
be controversy surrounding Konner’s
analysis of the evolution of culture—
a concept still less accepted than the
broader Darwinian model of evolu-

HISTORY

tion. To his credit, he offers a model
that draws on many of the competing
theories, but this is unlikely to be the
last word on the evolution of culture.
Indeed, it would be naive to expect
“the last word” on issues as complex
and timeless as those with which Kon-
ner grapples here. Nevertheless, this
magisterial book is assuredly the most
important analysis of the evolution of
childhood yet attempted. It summariz-
es 40 years of observation, analysis and
synthesis by one of the most profound
thinkers of our generation. Whoever
follows intellectually will necessarily

A Tale of Vectors, Viruses and Victims

David Arnold

MOSQUITO EMPIRES: Ecology and War in the Greater Caribbean, 1620-1914. . R.
McNeill. xviii + 371 pp. Cambridge University Press, 2010. $94.99 cloth, $24.99 paper.

osquitoes live brief but busy
lives feeding on nectar and
plant sugars. The females

must also find human or animal blood
to feast on in order to produce eggs and
continue the life cycle, so they live rather
longer than the males—several weeks
rather than several days. Frail though
individual mosquitoes appear, histori-
cally they have shown an impressive
propensity to travel. Sometimes they
have been stowaways on ships travel-
ing to other continents, carried aboard
in water casks and drinking vessels. On
arrival in new lands they have exploited
the ecological changes—deforestation,
canal building, rice cultivation, urban
water storage and deficient drainage—
brought about by their obliging human
hosts. Despite occasional suspicions that
mosquitoes were up to no good, most
human observers before 1900 were re-
markably unaware of the insects’” true
role. They were inclined to regard
mosquitoes as a nuisance—often a
prodigious one—rather than the death-
dealing menace they actually were. The
creatures’ frailty belied their fatality.

As accomplished environmental his-
torian J. R. McNeill brilliantly demon-
strates in Mosquito Empires, for nearly 400
years the human history of the Ameri-
cas, from the northern shores and inte-
rior plains of South America through the
islands of the Caribbean to the south-
eastern corner of the present-day United
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States, was governed by the activities
of “imperial mosquitoes”—both the
Anopheles species that were the vector
for malaria and more especially Aedes ae-
gypti, which harbored lethal yellow fever
virus. His central argument is that when
Europeans first established themselves
in the Americas in the 16th century, they
had an epidemiological advantage in
that the diseases they brought with them
(such as smallpox, measles, mumps and
whooping cough) caused devastation
among indigenous populations. But in
the 17th century, migrant mosquitoes
such as Aedes aeqypti were introduced to
the Americas, largely through the mech-
anism of the transatlantic slave and sug-
ar trade, with ships serving as “super-
vectors, efficiently moving both mos-
quito and virus from port to port.” Once
new diseases such as yellow fever made
the crossing from West Africa, trans-
ported by mosquitoes or traveling in the
blood of their victims, then the disease
ecology of the Americas was profoundly
transformed. Major demographic and
environmental changes were also taking
place—hundreds of thousands of slaves
were imported, and forests were cut
down for fuelwood used to boil sugar.
The once benign Caribbean became a
“giant sinkhole” of suffering humanity.
The broad lines of this epidemio-
logical transformation are already well
known, to medical historians at least.
Where McNeill excels is in demonstrat-

build on this magnificently eloquent
and integrative edifice.

Michael E. Lamb, professor and head of the Depart-
ment of Social and Developmental Psychology at the
University of Cambridge, specializes in the study of
social and emotional development, and the determi-
nants and consequences of adaptive and maladap-
tive parental behavior. He is the author or editor
of a number of books, including The Role of the
Father in Child Development, which is now in
its fifth edition (Wiley, 2010), and Tell Me What
Happened: Structured Investigative Interviews
of Child Victims and Witnesses, which he co-
authored with Irit Hershkowitz and Yael Orbach
(John Wiley and Sons, 2008).

ing, through a close reading of contem-
porary sources and of modern medical
literature, how specific environmental
changes in the Americas—especially
the “ecological turbulence” caused by
land clearance, plantation agriculture
and urban expansion—created condi-
tions in which immigrant diseases and
their insect vectors flourished, and in
which the differential immunity or re-
sistance so central to this story began
to operate. McNeill wisely eschews the
overemphasis on race that has plagued
many previous discussions of these is-
sues, drawing attention instead to the
formative role of specific environments
(in Africa as well as the Caribbean) and
of prior disease exposure. As he notes,
by the late 17th century, individuals
who had been born or had grown up
in those areas of the “Greater Caribbe-
an” (see map on facing page) in which
malaria and, above all, yellow fever
were rife likely either had an inherited
immunity or had acquired protection
through exposure to the diseases in
childhood, when they were less often
fatal. The epidemiological advantage
now rested with the locals, whatever
their racial composition, as opposed
to those arriving unprotected from Eu-
rope or from relatively fever-free parts
of the Americas. Many Europeans
disembarked from ships only to go
straight into their graves.

Worse still, McNeill reminds us,
medicine was no solace to the sick: The
medical treatments employed at the
time, including copious bleeding, or ve-
nesection, only worsened the patient’s
condition, just as confinement in a hos-
pital stuffed with fever-sufferers was
bound to hasten an already imminent
death. McNeill presents compelling
evidence for the overwhelming mortal-
ity—especially from yellow fever—that

© 2011 Sigma Xi, The Scientific Research Society. Reproduction
with permission only. Contact perms@amsci.org.



