Preventive Medicine Column
March 16, 2008

Know Thyself, to Control Thyself
The personal and professional implosion of NY Governor Eliot Spitzer over sexual impropriety may seem to have little to do with evolution.  But sexual impulses are, fundamentally, biological.  And the better we understand the forces of biology, the better we are likely to behave- in spite of them.


For better or worse, Billy Crystal’s character in the movie ‘When Harry met Sally’ pretty much tells it like it is with regard to the male sexual impulse.  When my wife and I watched the movie for the first time together and I acknowledged that, she didn’t speak to me for a week.  


But what Harry did not say is that sexual impulses- whatever the modern veneer of perfume and cologne, wine and roses- are deeply rooted in evolutionary biology.  All of the pleasure and mystique associated with sexual activity is a primitive reward mechanism that encourages us to procreate.  
If we give in to the impulses, the genes that drove us to do so proliferate, driving the next generation to do the same so they can proliferate some more.  It simply stands to reason that we are all endowed with genes that encourage the means to their own propagation.  That’s why we, and those genes, are here- a story told clearly and compellingly in ‘The Selfish Gene’ by Oxford biologist Richard Dawkins.

But we live in a society that is uncomfortable even acknowledging evolution, let alone learning its deeper lessons.  Ignorance of evolutionary biology and the influences it has on us is a serious liability.  

Eating poorly is one of the consequences of that handicap I encounter constantly in my work.  We tend to overeat, and to crave sugar, salt, and dietary fat for reasons that make sense in evolutionary context.  Understanding those tendencies is critical to controlling them.  

The frequent and often calamitous act of male infidelity is another consequence of innate traits left in the shadows.  A rich literature on evolutionary biology (Prof. Dawkins’ work prominent among it) both predicts and explains the sexual impulses that get so many men, including the Governor, into trouble.  Leaving aside for the moment all issues of morality and societal norms, biology favors male promiscuity.


Male Homo sapiens, like the males of many other mammalian species, invest very little in the act of procreation.  So such males benefit- maximizing the propagation of their genes- by maximizing that particular activity.  This approach reaches its fullest expression in species that have pairings between a dominant male and many females, with the dominant male fighting off all interlopers.  Think lions and elephant seals, for instance.

The compulsion to mate is powerful enough among mammalian males that elephant seals will not only fight for it, but occasionally even kill and die for it.  With all due respect to the psychologists who discussed Governor Spitzer’s childhood on talk shows, there is no need to psychologize about the relationships elephant seals had with their elephant seal fathers to account for this behavior; it is the simple force of biology.

While the human case is not so extreme, the difference is one of degree, not kind.  Human males would benefit reproductively from promiscuity, whereas human females would not.  Female mammals, humans included, invest quite a lot into procreation, potentially even putting their lives on the line.  So for females, being very choosy makes the most biological sense. 

If our society were less prudish, and less obtuse about evolution, we might be able to raise males who understand themselves and their options a bit better.  Only by acknowledging a native impulse can it be placed in the context of competing priorities.  
If you interpret an impulse as a need- because you've never really been taught otherwise, you may feel compelled to indulge it.  If you understand an impulse as the byproduct of antiquated biological programming that actually has nothing to do with your needs, your priorities, or your life- you can more readily subordinate it to things that matter more.  

If knowledge is power, then ignorance is not bliss- it is weakness.  For Governor Spitzer and his family, as for so many others, such weakness had tragic consequences. We must acknowledge our place in evolutionary context and understand the power of biology to control these forces, just as a sailor with a destination in mind must acknowledge and account for the wind- to defy it.  Biology should not be destiny.
This from a man with standard mammalian male programming- who is glad for the opportunity to be faithful to a wife he adores, and to deserve the respect and trust he sees in his children's eyes.  
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