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Understanding ourselves

RICHARD D. ALEXANDER

Biographies, as generally written, are not only misleading but false. The
author makes a wonderful hero of his subjects; he magnifies his perfec-
tions, if he has any, and suppresses his imperfections. History is not

history unless it is the truth.
Abraham Lincoln

Myth does not mean an absence of truth but a concentration of truths.
Doris Lessing

Would that all of our autobiographical myths could be concentrations of truths!

Autobiographies are trickier than biographies. Stanley Elkin (1993) has suggested that
everyone has a worthwhile life story to tell about herself or himself, but no one is likely
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to tell it completely and accurately. Part of the reason for these failures, saild Elkil’il, is that
we never reveal everything in the darkest corners of the basements f)F our lives (I?Is actual
phrase was the “nasty hoard” in the “secret cellar™). Another part is that, sometimes, we
simply cannot recall and interpret accurately, even if honestly, what really happened, when,
and why.

When autobiographies are requested in scientific contexts, the accounts are probably
expected to center around the scientific work of the author. This may or may not be the
author’s first choice in autobiographic materials. But such a focus surely eases the first
reason for imperfection, though not eliminating it entirely. All scientists are likely to have at
least a few too-dark secrets in the basements of their professional performances, especially
in the sociality and ancillary responsibilities of their science. The focus on science also
retains difficulties with regard to recalling and interpreting honestly, because all of us so-
called scientists have gradually but certainly adjusted and re-adjusted our views of the
tendrils of understanding and influence that were generated during the earliest stages of
our budding careers, and that have contributed to our becoming what we are. We cling to our
interpretations of the steps in our development and performance because they seem to make
sense to us, and they are likely to exalt us more than the alternatives: and also because, as is
surely healthy in moderation, we tend to like our own versions of ourselves. The saving
grace is that, if the connecting aspects of our grown-up version of how we, as we might
think, “came to be famous” were put together early enough in our careers, they may actually
have influenced significant portions of our life’s itinerary.

There is likely a parallel to all of this in the evident reluctance of people in general,
including at least most biologists, to accept ourselves — meaning all humanity — as having
evolved through a process of differential reproduction, an acceptance that necessarily calls

for submitting to a thorough revealing of how we have evolved and what we are evolved to
be, and to do. Even universal darkest corners of basements — and a for
publicize them carelessly — can be difficult to tolerate.

When I was invited to provide an autobiography for the first volume, I rejected the idea
because, at age 52, I still held the fond belief that I had scarcely begun. Now, on the verge of
age 80, thinking otherwise seems a little easier. As might be expected, 1 have sometimes

favored information and activities not represented in my published work, or obscurely
represented there. Because the different topics that held

70 years or so did not appear in a simple non-overlap
me returning to earlier dates each time the subject changes. My professional attention to

human behavior and evolution did not develop until the mid-1960s, but its origins, I realized
belatedly, were older than any of my other academic interests.

tiori those who

my attention across the past
ping sequence, the reader will find

Early life
I'was born, and lived during the first 16 years of my
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boyhood haunt. My family made its living from a 151-acre general-purpose farm operated
“on the shares” with the landlord, a high school classmate of my parents. We grew corn, oats,
clover, alfalfa, and pastures, all as livestock feed — no cash crops. We bred, raised, and
marketed hogs and beef calves, and sold cream from several milk cows and eggs from a large
flock of hens. We relied heavily on chickens for our own meat because a chicken was the
appropriate size for one meal so that there was little or no need for an icebox. Virtually all of
the meat, eggs, and milk products that we consumed came from our own animals, and most
of our vegetables and fruit came from our two large gardens. We separated cream and skim
milk with a hand-cranked separator kept in the kitchen, and made butter with a small hand-
cranked churn. Skimmed milk (today’s “no fat” milk) was fed to the hogs. My mother
preserved meat, vegetables, and fruit enough to last the winter, nearly all that we needed —at
first in Mason jars, later with a hand-cranked home-canning machine. Her cook stove was
fueled initially with wood, later with coal. She used a hand-operated washing machine
and wringer at first, then acquired a used machine operated by a step-start gasoline engine.
Our house was heated by two free-standing oil stoves, one in the living room and one in the
dining room.

My home environment those first 16 years was a rich one, full of hard work and the
incessant demands of a complicated livestock operation. All of our farm work was done with
horses until I was 13, the same year that electric lines reached our farm. The independent
play and exploration of farm kids in those less complicated days, when there were virtually
no “No Trespassing” signs and a higher proportion of unsupervised and unrestricted acti-
vities, now seem to me to have been unusually conducive to development of a creative and
imaginative approach to life (cf. Alexander 1991b, 2001a, 2004, 2005b, 2006b, mss. 1-3, 5)

I have two siblings: an older sister, Nell Beadles (dentist’s wife and homemaker), and a
younger brother, Noel (farmer). Both of my parents, Archie Dale Alexander and Katherine
Elizabeth Heath Alexander, attended college briefly, and each taught in a one-room country
grade school for a few years before changing to farming. attended a one-room country
school for seven years, starting at age five. The second year I was boosted by my teacher,
Mirs. Edna Williams, to third grade, the same grade as my older sister (this same sequence
occurred for my mother, my father, and my aunt Ruth; other than my father, Ruth was the
only one of her eight siblings to complete high school). My school was elegantly spare, with
no library other than an 8-volume set of Compton's Pictured Encyclopedia. When I was in
seventh grade, an 8-volume set of Book Trails was added. In seventh and eighth grades, we
were required at the end of the school year to spend a day at the county seat, taking written
examinations constructed by Charles MacIntosh, the county superintendent of schools, to
verify that we were qualified to proceed into high school.

My high school graduated 46 students in my class of 1946. I had spent six years in 4-H
and four in the Future Farmers of America. I was chosen by the local Rotary Club as the
“outstanding boy” in my high school class, but I graduated fifth or so, behind a slate of
scholarly girls. I never won an athletic letter, a failure that has always bothered me. I did win
“outstanding student” awards in art and agriculture, and a blue ribbon in a saxophone quartet
at a state band contest; and I achieved State Farmer status in the Future Farmers of America,
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