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16. Concealment of Ovulation, Parental Care,
and Human Social Evolution

Richard D. Alexander and Katharine M. Noonan

Alexander et al. (this volume, chapter 15) describe reasons for assuming,
from its -current attributes, that the human species has been polygynous
during much of its recent evolutionary history (i.e., that, generally speak-
ing, fewer males than females have contributed genetically to each genera-
tion, although not necessarily that harems have been involved). Consider-
able evidence already indicates that humans have essentially always lived in
bands of close kin, probably containing more than a single adult male (e.g., .
Lee and DeVore 1968). These two characteristics, however, fit a large num-
ber of nonhuman primate species. Alone they tell us nothing about how
the human species came to possess its numerous distinctive and social
attributes. i
Here we approach this question by first listing and discussing a .
number of distinctive human attributes. Surprisingly, most of these attri-
butes are sexually asymmetrical or involve the interactions of the sexes.
They suggest that the human male is not particularly unusual among pri-
mate males, except that he is generally more parental than the males of
other group-living species. On the other hand, the human female is dis-
tinctive in several regards, most dramatically in undergoing menopause and 5
in the concealment of ovulation. Menopause has been associated with
parental care by the female (Williams 1957; Alexander 1974; Dawkins
1976), and we shall argue that concealment of ovulation is associated with
the unusual amount of parental care by the male. Several other distinc-
tively human attributes, such as length of juvenile life and helplessness of
young juveniles, indicate that an increase in the prominence of parental
care was one of the most dramatic changes during evolution of the human
line.

-

Concealment of ovulation, as a strategy for obtaining parental care,
seems likely to evolve only in certain kinds of social situations. We belicve
that by considering the nature of these situations, together with circum-
stances that could lead to the cvolution of increased parental carc, it is
possible to gain insights into the very gencral question of how lhumans
evolved their distinctive sexual and social attributes.

i
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Distinctively Human Attributes

Most lists of distinctively human attributes include, in some form, the fol-
lowing and little else:

1 Consciousness (self-awareness) )

2 Foresght (deliberate planning, hope, purpose, death-awarenesa)

8 Facility in the development and use of tools (implying conscious-
ness and foresight)

4 Facility in the use of language and symbols in communication (im-
plying consciousness and foresight)

5 Culture (a cumulative body of traditionally transmitted learning—

including language and tools, and involving the use of conscious- '
ness and foresight) ) . *

As suggested by the parenthetical comments, these five attributes .

are closely related to one another, perhaps inseparable. They are also not

: strictly comparable to one another: thus, consciousness and foresight are

; aspects of the human capacity for culture, while language and tools are

simultaneously vekicles and aspects of culture. Culture in turn, by its ex-

istence and nature, and through its changes, becomes a central aspect of

the environment in which the capacities of individuals_to acquire and use

consciousness, foresight, and facility in the development and use of lan-
guage and tools have been selected.

Although these five attributes may once have been regarded as

uniquely human, it now seems likely that all occur in other primate spe-

| cies, and chimpanzees alone may possess all five, though not in the form or

to the degree that they are expressed in humans (Lawick-Goodall 1967;

\ Callup 1970; Premack 1971; Fouts 1973; Rumbaugh et al. 1973; Gardner

and Gardner 1969, 1971; Mason 1976). The problem in understanding this

set of related attributes, and why humans possess them, is to determine their

relationship to the reproductive success of individuals during human his-

tory, when the capacities and tendencies to express them were originating

and bLeing claborated. Despite the attention paid to them, these attributes

have not been extensively analyzed as contributors to reproductive success.

Numcrous other traits arc also distinctive to humans (d, in the list

below) or distinctively expressed in humans, as compared to their primate

relatives (de). They may be cither culiural () or noncultural (nc) in origin,

and universal (u) or not universal (nu) among humans. We first list these

'

16. Concealment of Oyvulation, Parental Care, and Human Sacial Evolution 437

558




additional attributes, then discuss their significance in trying to reconstruct
the evolutionary background of human sociality. Our reason for presenting
this list, in developing an argument about the relationship of parental care
and the concealment of ovulation during human social history, is to empha-
size how many distinctive human attributes are somchow sexually asym-
metrical (as) rather than symmetrical (s) in their expression (probably all
but 6 and 30 in the following list), and how many involve: (1) interactions
of the sexes in connection with parental care (especially 9-16) and (2)
group-living (especially 17-80). We shall argue that concealment of ovula-
tion could only evolve in a groupliving situation in which the importance
of parental care in offspring reproductive success was increasing, and that
these two circumstances together describe a large part of the uniqueness of
the social environment of humans during their divergence from other
primates. We make no pretense that the following list is 2 complete set of
attributes unique to humans.

6 Upright locomotion usual (de, nc, u, 5)

7 Frontal copulation usual (de, ¢ & nc, u, as)
8 Relative hairlessness (de, nc, u, as)

9 Longer juvenile life (d, nc, u, as)

10 Greater infantile helplessness (de, nc, u, as)

11 Parental care frequently extending into and even across the off-
spring’s adult life (d, ¢, v?, as)

12 Unusually extensive paternal care for a group-living primate (de,
c?, nu?, as) - -

18 Concealed ovulation in females (sometimes desribed as continu-
ous sexual receptivity, continuous estrus, “sham" estrus, or lack of
estrus (d, nc, u, as)

14 Greater prominence of female orgasm (perhaps—but see Lancaster,
in press) (d, nc?, u, as)

15 Unusually copious menstrual discharge (d, nc, u, as)

16 Menopause (d, nc, u, as)

17 Close association of close kin of both sexes, sometimes throughout
adulthood (de, ¢, u?, as)

18 Extensive extrafamilial nepotism (de, ¢, u?, as)

19 Extensive extrafamilial mating restrictions (de, ¢, u?, as)

20 Socially imposed monogamy (d, ¢, nu, as)

2] Extreme flexibility in rates of forming and dissolving coalitions (d,
¢, u, as)
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22 Systems of laws imposed by the many (or powerful) against the few
(or weak) (d, ¢, nu, as)

23 Extensive, organized, intergroup aggression; war (d, ¢, u?, as)

24 Group-against-group competition in play (d, ¢, v?, as)

25 Ancestor worship (d. ¢, nu, as)

26 Political and other kinds of appointed, elected, or hereditarily suc-
ceeding leaders (d, c, nu, as) '

27 The concepts of gods and life-after-death (d, ¢, nu, as)

28 Organized religion (d, ¢, nu, as)

29 Nationalism; patriotism (d, ¢, nu, as)

30 Polities of thousands or millions of nuclear families (d, c, nu, 5)

\

What challenges, in the form of differential reproduction, caused
the emphasis on (1) consciousness and foresight, (2) social living, and (3)
parental activities, revealed in the above list of human attributes (cultural
and physiological)? If we assume that the above combination of attributes

arose as a result of physical or nonhuman biotic selective forces, such as

climatc, predators, or food shortages, then an cvolutionary sequence diverg:
ing humans so far from other specics in the particular directions they have
taken, with all the intermediate stages becoming extinct, appcears difficult 10
reconstruct (Alexander 1971). In the absence of any clear evidence of a mas-
sively unique selective environment in these respects for humans, we would
have to postulate that our uniquencss as a prchuman primate preadapted us
to respond uniquely to some not-so-unique concatenition of environmental
conditions, thereby evolving humanness. We regard this hypothesis as
unlikely.

The alternative is that something about the evolving human species
itself explains the differential reproduction that led to the divergence of
the human line, and the extinction of close relatives along the way. This pos-
sibility is immediately tantalizing, since it suggests a solution to the prob-
lem of human uniqueness. Once set in motion, such a selective force could
be self-propelling and, simultaneously, capable of suppressing similar trends
in closely related lines. It further implies a reason for the continuing elab-
oration of cultural patterns, outracing genetic changes so dramatically as to
render them trivial in regard to rates of behavior change.

The attribute that could cause differential reproduction leading to
human uniqueness, we believe, is an increasing prominence of direct inter-
group competition, leading to an overriding significance in balances of
power among competing social groups, in which sodal cooperativeness and

L ]
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