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Review of Jared Diamond's The Third Chimpanzee

Jared Diamond's The Third Chimpanzee (1993, HarperPerrenial, ISBN 0-06-018307-1) explores the genetic and cultural origins of man, our links with the environment, and our relationships with each other.  It is enlightening, moving, and at times, depressing.  A physiology professor, Macarthur Fellow, renowned ornithologist, and consultant to Third World governments on resource management and national park planning, Diamond expresses awe at the complexity of life in general, and human society in particular.  He describes advances in the underappreciated, so-called "soft sciences" of linguistics, sociology, anthropology, and geography, drawing upon years of fieldwork in genetically and linguistically diverse New Guinea for illustrative examples.


Diamond first explains our close genetic relationships with the other two chimpanzees, the common and pygmy chimps.  He confronts our tendency to deny our animal heritage and challenges our notions of human distinctiveness, by describing complex chimp characteristics and behaviors.  [Carl Sagan and Ann Druyen, in Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors (1992, Ballantine Books, ISBN 0-345-38472), discuss in even greater detail how chimps "have erased the list of purported human distinctions - self-awareness, language, ideas and their association, reason, trade, play, choice, courage, love and altruism, laughter, division of labor, cannibalism, art, music, politics, tool using, tool making, and much else."]  Although I appreciate the need for some forms of well-regulated animal  research, I began to share Diamond's suggestion of a ban on medical research involving chimpanzees:

If our ethical code makes a purely arbitrary distinction between humans and all other species, then we have a code  based on naked selfishness devoid of any higher principle.  If our code instead makes distinctions based on our superior intelligence, social relationships, and capacity for feeling pain, then it becomes difficult to defend an all-or-nothing code that draws a line between all human and all animals.  Instead, different ethical constraints  should apply to research on different species.

Later on, Diamond questions the wisdom of our search for extraterrestrial intelligence, fearful that our high-powered radio broadcasts beamed to advanced civilizations may elicit the same response we humans have displayed in our encounters with "very intelligent but technically less-advanced beings":

Has our response been to sit down and try to communicate with [chimpanzees]?  Of course not.  Instead we shoot them, dissect them, cut off their hands for trophies, put them on exhibit in cages, inject them with AIDS virus,...and destroy or take over their habitats.  That response was predictable, because human explorers who discovered technically less advanced humans also regularly responded by shooting them, decimating their populations with new diseases, and destroying or taking over their habitats.
He pleads, "If there really are any radio civilizations within listening distance, then for heaven's sake let's turn off our own transmitters and try to escape detection, or we're doomed."  While I concur with Diamond's call for improved relationships among men and enhanced respect for related species, I'm certain that any civilization advanced enough to have conquered interstellar spaceflight must have found a way to avoid destroying itself, and therefore could teach us much.


Diamond describes the Great Leap Forward of approximately 40,000 years ago, attributing the ensuing explosion of human culture (including art, complex tools, and agriculture) to small changes in DNA, leading to important changes in laryngeal anatomy, facilitating the development of spoken language, and thereby precipitating our eventual dominance of the planet.


In a spicy discourse on human sexual functioning, Diamond employs cost-benefit analysis to explain the size of human testes relative to those of other primates, and game theory to illustrate the potential risks and benefits of adultery.  He offers theories on the benefits of concealed ovulation ("force[s] men into permanent marriage bonds by exploiting their paranoia about fatherhood" versus "fool[s] women into procreating despite the substantial risks of childbirth").  He sees menopause, a uniquely human event, as an adaptation for mothers to protect their investment in their children (i.e., continued fertility putting the mother at increased risk of death and raising the odds of a malformed infant, both of which could keep her from caring for her living children).


Diamond compares human aging with that of cars.  Tissue repair and replacement are simply engineering problems: "What combination of parts will optimize a machine's effectiveness?"  Putting a Mercedes engine in an aged Volkswagen, for instance, would not optimize one's use of limited monetary resources, for the rest of the car's parts would continue to deteriorate with time.  Similarly, humans do not grow new hearts following hear attacks, for they would still get cancer, Alzheimer's, and arthritis.


Diamond explores some supposedly uniquely human achievements: language, art, and architecture.  The complex "vocabulary" of vervet vocalizations and the acquisition of simple sign language by apes refutes the notion that language makes our species unique.  The production of art by zoo elephants and captive apes challenges our assumptions that animals cannot learn to draw and that they do not create some things merely for aesthetic pleasure.  Furthermore, the building of elaborate "homes" by bowerbirds, for use in courtship displays, confounds our assumption that only human art is learned.  Nor is farming unique to humans, as ants plant and tend "gardens" of fungi and have domesticated aphids, which provide them with a continuous source of nutrient rich honeydew.


Diamond's most disturbing chapter explores the roots of murder and genocide.  Over 1/3 of infant gorilla deaths result from infanticide, a practice that was no doubt common in early hunter gatherer societies, as human children are unable to fend for themselves whatsoever until age 4, and no mother could perform her role in society with more than one dependent child.  Chimps, like humans, display xenophobia and participate in intergroup assaults.  Enslavement of conquered men and rape and enslavement of women has long been a part of internecine conflicts.


Genocide is the systematic attempt to annihilate a group of people for racial, national, ethnic, religious, or political reasons.  The best known example, because of the industrial efficiency of their extermination methods and a dense population of potential victims, is the Nazis attempt to eliminate Jews.  Diamond discusses lesser known examples to document the high incidence of this practice.  For instance, the British wiped out Tasmanians, in part by employing roving parties to shoot and kill these native Australians for a bounty.  Similarly, through sneak attacks, payments for scalps, and "gifts" of smallpox-infested blankets, the British and early Americans decimated the native population.  Diamond quotes famous American statesman such as Andrew Jackson, who sounds more like Hitler excoriating the Jews than an exemplar of freedom and democracy:
They (Indians) have neither the intelligence, the industry, the moral habits, nor the desire of improvement which are essential to any favorable change in their condition.  Established in the midst of another and a superior race, and without appreciating the causes of their inferiority or seeking to control them, they must necessarily yield to the force of circumstances and ere long disappear.

Perpetrators of genocide commonly employ this tactic of dehumanizing the enemy, depicting them as amoral, ugly, dirty, gluttonous, perverted animals.  Victims are scapegoated (much as the Jews were blamed for the bubonic plague and Haitians unfairly scorned for spreading AIDS throughout the Western hemisphere) and depicted as ruthless killers who must be destroyed in self defense.


Sadly, genocides are not uncommon today.  Diamond mentions over 15 genocides which have occurred since 1950, including the slaughters of North Sudanese by South Sudanese, Bengalis by the Pakistani army, and Cambodians by the Khmer Rouge; each of these mass killings led to the deaths of over 100,000 individuals.  Today, state-sponsored extermination continues, with Hutus and Tutsis murdering each others' families, Bosnian Serbs trying to eliminate Croats, and Brazilian land development companies hiring professional Indian killers to open new Amazonian rain forest areas to exploitation.


Diamond implores us to recognize our capacity for evil, to overcome the psychological numbing that blocks our acknowledging our direct and indirect complicity in mass killings and internecine conflicts, so that we can prevent the ultimate killing, omnicide by nuclear weapons.


Finally, Diamond explores man's relationship with his environment.  He refutes the myth of a "Golden Age of Environmentalism", where prehistoric man allegedly coexisted peacefully with nature, by chronicling our long history of destruction of natural resources.  Through overhunting, most species of large North American land mammals were wiped out 11,000 years ago by those humans arriving via the Bering Strait.  New Zealand's moas and Mauritius's dodos were similarly exterminated.  Human introduction of animal species into "unprepared" habitats has also contributed to mass extinctions; this occurred when rats "sailed" with men to Hawaii and other Polynesian islands, then preyed upon native bird species.  The demise of civilizations, such as the Anasazi of the U.S. Southwest and the Polynesians of Easter Island, which perished due to deforestation and soil erosion, illuminates our potential fate.  Currently, through overpopulation, economic necessity, and greed, we have devastated habitats and accelerated the natural rate of extinction 10,000-fold.  We thus risk seeing over one-half of existing species extinct or endangered by the middle of the next century.  Tragically, our investment in preserving the world's diversity for our children has been paltry, amounting, for example, to a mere 16 cents per year per taxpayer to support the US Endangered Species Act.


In addition to grieving over our destructive potential, Diamond laments the "gradual obliteration of human cultural diversity that had arisen during the millennia of isolation" that tribes like those in the New Guinea highlands experienced.  However, he notes that the massive loss of languages and artistic traditions that results from cultural homogenization may be the price our species has to pay for global understanding, cooperation, and ultimately survival.  His explication of the role played by chance circumstances of geography, climate, and wildlife in the "dominance" of Eurasian cultures should help to refute arguments of higher races and enlightened conquerors.


Diamond worries about our potential for self-destruction.  Nevertheless, he expresses cautious optimism that by understanding our origins we can avoid past mistakes, understand our current problems, and ultimately achieve a safe future.  He argues that with will and desire, we can and must safeguard our planet's resources, avoid nuclear annihilation, and live in peace with one another.
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