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Authors do a service for the scientific enterprise when they argue for an unpopular position:
They force the rest of us to critically examine and justify our degree of adherence to the
dominant paradigms of our time. When Arthur Staats advocates a strong environmental
position in his new book, The Marvelous Learning Animal: What Makes Human Nature
Unique, he provides an opportunity for readers to either agree with him or to bolster
evidence for why they do not. Although being an ardent environmentalist may be easier
from one’s perch at a university in Hawaii than, say, upstate New York (at least during
February), we found value in this book, even if we also found it frustrating.

Staats’s main aim is to create a paradigm shift by arguing that both personal and
societal progress have long been constrained by false assumptions about nature trumping
nurture. These assumptions are implicit in everyday thought and public policy, the author
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notes, and as a result they come with significant social, societal, economic, and political
implications. Social implications can be as abstract as one’s outlook on humanity or as
concrete as the most horrific acts in human history. Societal, political, and economic costs,
meanwhile, are recognizable in the disparate policy prescriptions and budgetary priorities
that result from principles of individual responsibility versus principles of equal opportunity.

But although the general points of experience’s influence on behavior, as well as its
unique importance to human evolution, are well taken, it is difficult to begin digesting
Staats’s scientific arguments because their central premise is based on a history of the
nature–nurture debate that is selectively amnesic. This skewed history—in which nurture is
the perennial underdog whose time has come—results in learning-based explanations being
applied to human behaviors to a degree that is as outdated as the nature-versus-nurture
perspective upon which it is based.

After walking us through a brief history of “nature” accounts of behavior—or “The
Great Scientific Error” (Part 1), as Staats categorically distinguishes them—from the earliest
body/spirit distinctions, to eugenics, sociobiology, evolutionary psychology, and cognitive
neuroscience, the author calls for a long-overdue swing in the nature–nurture pendulum. The
problem is that nature and nurture perspectives have been equally present throughout the
majority of this history. Darwin initiated the idea of inherited behavioral tendencies in The
Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (Darwin, 1874), eventually giving rise to
the eugenics movement.

It was this “science” that ushered assumptions of extreme nature into the popular
psyche, and when eugenics was denounced in the years leading up to the Second World
War, nature-based theories became guilty by association. Biological theories of behavior
have carried the scarlet letter of this association ever since, forever ceding the moral high
ground to alternative, nurture-based theories. Yet as soon as one year after the end of
humanity’s hardest lesson in extreme nature taken too far, the nature–nurture pendulum
started swinging back toward nature, as Solomon Asch began exploring the idea of inherent
behavioral tendencies empirically (Asch, 1946).

This push–pull between nature and nurture continued throughout the 20th century,
contrary to Staats’s selective history. For instance, Staats describes E. O. Wilson’s
reintroduction of the evolutionary accounts of human behavior first raised in The Descent of
Man but neglects any mention of the nurture zeitgeist implicit in the civil rights movement.
The equal presence and clashing of nature and nurture during this period were brought to
Wilson’s attention literally, in the form of rotten produce, courtesy of campus Marxist and
feminist groups that greeted him at his invited lectures on sociobiology.

Likewise, Staats mentions the reincarnation of sociobiology, evolutionary psychology,
but not the reactive wave of research on cultural differences and gender socialization that
followed. In his most contemporary example, Staats points out the extreme assumption of
nature implicit in recent work by Elizabeth Spelke but neglects the extreme nurture
assumptions in recent work by, well, Elizabeth Spelke. Together, these examples paint a



picture that brings into question Staats’s central premise; the nature–nurture pendulum has
been swinging back and forth for over a century, with scientists honing each other’s
arguments throughout this time in an empirical arms race that benefits both camps by edging
us closer to truth.

Staats’s misperception of nurture as the perennial underdog results in a for/against
approach to weighing empirical evidence for nature and nurture in which the gradual
accumulation of individually imperfect studies is taken as a complete lack of biological
evidence and, in turn, as support for learning’s influence. To be sure, Staats acknowledges
biology’s influence on behavior, but only indirect influences, such as the inadvertent
behavioral effects of (biologically determined) physical appearance. Physical attractiveness,
for instance, affects others’ behavior toward an individual, and over time the individual
learns to behave according to others’ expectations. Such self-fulfilling prophecy effects do
exist, of course, and the broader point of such examples—that one should not assume causal
direction when parsing nature from nurture—is, again, where the value of this book lies.

The problem is that Staats’s main point is not that we need to be wary of such
chicken-and-egg assumptions but that the existence of such assumptions is itself strong
support for the extreme nurture position he posits. In the context of typical child
development, Staats’s extremity is out of date but benign. Ardent proponents of biology may
disagree strongly with his arguments, but many will find them useful for honing their own
positions. However, even those trying to maintain objectivity in their skepticism may find
Staats’s accounts of atypical development (e.g., autism, gay and lesbian sexual orientation)
jarring in terms of how regressive and potentially harmful they are.

Staats’s account of sexual orientation, for instance, is that same-gender behavior is
learned through negative heterosexual experiences and/or rewarding same-gender ones.
Research is so overwhelming regarding the role of nature that to posit an extreme learning
account does a disservice to the many people who have fought for decades for humane
treatment, fighting societal assumptions that they chose their sexual leanings and could
equally well unchoose them. Staats could, of course, argue that the negative and positive
associations through which gay and lesbian sexual orientations are learned run deeper than
conscious choice. But this learning account is as illogical as the idea of choice; just as many
lesbian and gay individuals have wondered aloud who would choose a life of persecution,
one has to wonder how this sexual orientation could be positively reinforced amid the
negative associations of homophobic persecution.

As with sexual orientation, those familiar with the history of nurture-based theories of
autism will be disappointed to see yet another one. For decades, parents of autistic children
suffered not only from the extraordinary demands of raising their children but even more so
from the assertions that they were to blame for the disease. Moreover, the particular
hypothetical developmental scenario that Staats offers to demonstrate how autism could be
learned—a lack of social learning due to a mother who works long hours—is unnerving in



its resemblance to the most archaic nurture-based theory of autism, that of the “refrigerator
mother” who neglects her child’s overtures for social contact.

In the example of autism is a window into the broader harm that can result from
extreme nurture accounts. To his credit, Staats makes a strong case for the idea that extreme
nature positions have been more societally harmful than nurture ones. This discussion was
notably absent from The Blank Slate, in which Steven Pinker (2002) argues the converse of
Staats’s book—that assumptions of nurture undermine societal progress.

Like Pinker, however, Staats fails to consider the harmful implications that can follow
from extreme nurture positions. For parents of autistic children, the logical extension of
extreme assumptions of nurture is that something they did, or failed to do, led to their child’s
condition. And so whether in the case of autism or sexual orientation, an inextricable result
of extreme nurture-based theories is lifelong parental guilt over biological influences beyond
parents’ control.

By emphasizing solely learning in these types of discussions, rather than offering
research speaking to both sides of the issue, the author risks sparking a societal backtracking
among lay readers. A little bit of knowledge is a dangerous thing, as they say, and autism is
also a perfect example. One (now retracted) study claiming that vaccines cause autism was
enough for many parents to lose faith in the pediatric medical community and elect not to
have their children vaccinated. As a result, many children contracted diseases that, unlike
autism, are preventable (measles, mumps, rubella), with some cases ending in death.

Again, Staats’s arguments would not be so frustrating if they weren’t reducible to a
basic misunderstanding of the nature–nurture debate in its contemporary form. Development
is no longer a question of nature versus nature but of the relative and dynamic strengths of
nature and nurture in concert. Biological influences that constrain behavioral outcomes in
less extreme environments can be extinguished in the context of extreme environments.
Staats’s approach to weighing evidence does not reflect such a contemporary understanding.
In most cases, he begins by selecting a handful of studies purporting biological influences on
some aspect of behavior and dismisses whole bodies of literature when an alternative
learning hypothesis is a remote possibility.

Staats’s burden of proof for his account of autism and of many other complex
behaviors appears to be whether the particular developmental scenario he lays out in each
case could hypothetically occur. For Staats, the fact that these hypothetical, experience-
driven developmental pathways make logical sense—which they do, as straw-man
arguments are meant to—is enough to outweigh the possibility of any amount of biological
influence. In other words, the burden of proof is placed on biology alone, and learning is
treated as the default explanation whenever biology fails to provide unimpeachable proof.

Although we find ourselves wishing that Staats had offered up the research on both
sides of the issues he discusses, it is fair to say that proponents of the opposite point of view
often make the same mistake. His advocacy of the unique role of learning in human culture
carries a hopeful message when applied to those situations in which learning matters most.
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We hope readers will focus on the discussions and examples in the book that fall into this
camp and move past the portions of the book that risk societal regression.

Staats is a courageous man, writing from a vantage point of 50 years as a
psychologist. His views are worth reading and considering carefully because the pendulum
is sure to continue to swing—as it always has—between nature and nurture in the scientific
community and beyond.
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