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White and Robin Fox, all of whom posited that
language was the key to exogamy.

Primeval Kinship makes several claims that
will upset biological anthropologists. Chapais’
model requires that ancestral hominids lived
in male-centred kinship groups. Essentially he
proposes a nuanced homology between sev-
eral systems in which males stay in their natal
groups and females transfer — in chimps or
bonobos and in hunter-gatherers. A common
objection to this is that contemporary hunter-
gatherers show variable residence patterns,
even cases in which men preferentially reside
with their wife’s kin.

This for Chapais is irrelevant, as his argu-
ment is about origins, not contemporary
adaptations to socioecological constraints.
Many will contest the assumption of male
philopatry, especially adherents to the idea
that humans evolved as cooperative breeders.
These scholars argue that women’s extended

post-reproductive lifespans, short intervals
between births and the extreme and extended
helplessness of our children evolved because
of the aid of maternal grandmothers and other
kin in rearing children.

Other contentious claims include the irrel-
evance of infanticide and parental investment
in the evolution of pair bonds. The booK’s treat-
ment of proposed alternatives for pair-bond
origins — a pact among individuals to reduce
the costs of a physical scramble for mates — is
dissatisfying because Chapais fails to consider
sexual size dimorphism, brain expansion and
changes in life-history traits across the paleo-
anthropological record. He also argues that
food sharing arose from bipedalism, not from
male specialization in hunting. Moreover he
dismisses language as an important step in our
becoming human, a position that will alienate
many social scientists. The answer to the peren-
nial question — why did this suite of traits arise

only in hominids — is not fully dealt with,
despite deft intellectual fencing.

Refreshingly, Chapais does not seek specific
selective pressures for every trait. He conceives
of evolution occurring under the constraints of
prior adaptations and producing novel features
from pre-existing parts. He abhors unsub-
stantiated evolutionary narratives and nimbly
marshals evidence from primatological studies
to sociocultural analyses to support his case. In
the end, his book offers us one more scenario
of our human trajectory, but it is a scholarly
one. Chapais’ thesis urges us to consider very
carefully why humans are so different. ]
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Novel alchemy

The Sun and Moon Corrupted
by Philip Ball
Portobello Books: 2008. 423 pp. £10.99

How do you write a novel about science? Many
people do it badly, but with The Sun and Moon
Corrupted, Philip Ball succeeds at his first
attempt. Six steps lead to a good read, and Ball
has aced them all (almost).

First, the book must have some science in it.
Every tribe likes to see its rituals described. Ball
relays the over-hearty greetings that anxious
newcomers call out at scientific conferences.
He mentions the nutty letters that serious
researchers get from ‘mad’ outsiders: “To my
last letter I have not received an answer ... You
have to send all three papers for composition...
Any day of delaying its announcement costs
milliards of dollars”

Second, it needs more than science. Recount-
ing surface traits is fun, but on its own produces
a standard academic novel in which nothing
of depth lingers after the reader’s delight at
self-recognition has passed. A lesson in abject
failure is provided by Tom Stoppard. In his play
Hapgood, Stoppard pairs ambiguities in quan-
tum mechanics with those in the British spy
world. The play fails because there is no inher-
ent link between quantum quirks and secret
intelligence. Stoppard could have stripped the
science without affecting the plot.

Ball doesn’t throw in his science as an
optional extra — it infuses his descriptions.
Where laundry blows in the wind on the
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balconies of abandoned high-rise blocks, he
notes with a chemist’s eye that “already the dyes
were burning, breaking up, and fading, the
brightest and cheapest first, in the sun’s strong
glare” On a deeper level, his plot — of how a
once-sensible researcher becomes a ‘nutty’
outsider who believes in perpetual motion
— depends on science for its essence.

The third step is not to forget people. Without
believable characters you have not a novel but a
disquisition, chunkily hidden under dialogue.
Bertrand Russell was an eloquent
writer of non-fiction and an impor-
tant logician, but his fiction was as
convincing as Rupert Murdoch talk-
ing about ethics. Ball is far better.
Karel Neder, the researcher he tracks
in The Sun and Moon Corrupted, is
believable. We meet him in his early
teens as he discovers the beauties of
science. He thrills at finding the first
friends he can share his excitement
with at university; and realizes that
although he’s a good student, others
are better. He wonders how he will ever com-
pete with them in a research career.

Step four, weave a story. Because science
is taught as a sequence of inevitable break-
throughs, science novelists often copy that
structure. Indirect approaches are more com-
pelling. Ball starts his novel with a corker of a
mystery. An intense young woman, Lena, walks
in an abandoned city. She eyes the laundry still
hanging, and observes rows of shoes in the
town’s kindergarten, all neatly in order, with a
name painted inside each one. We wonder why
the town has been left, and why she is there.
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Step five is to be rational. It’s a treat to
follow Lena’s quest. She’s a new journalist, trying
to make a living as a freelancer, but her heart is
not in it. More important is her relationship with
her father, a physicist at a British university. She
can't bear to disappoint him, yet his smug ration-
ality gives her little space to breathe. When Lena
hears of the now elderly Neder’s work, she real-
izes that his talk of perpetual motion machines
is nonsense, and wants to know how he parted
from the scientific mainstream. She reconstructs
his path: from his escape from his
native Hungary to success in the
United States, before returning
to Europe, where he exists at the
fringes of academia. The levels
in Ball’s plot hold together like
a musical chord. Will under-
standing Neder’s life allow Lena
to understand both her father
and herself?

The sixth lesson is to avoid
being too rational. Ball's writing
is hyper-realistic, and he gives
accounts of scientific conferences, journalists
and secret police, yet still conveys a feeling that
something else is going on, something impor-
tant that lurks below our consciousness. The
abandoned city is permeated with the mood
from the Bible’s book of Revelation: “And the
city had no need of the sun, neither of the moon,
to shine in it” As the narrator talks about dye
sequences and Lena tries to grasp what drove
Neder, there are deeper, almost alchemical,
forces at work. ]
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