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ABSTRACT

In 1978, the evolutionary biologist Robert Trivers and Huey P. Newton, cofounder of the
Black Panthers, began a collaboration exploring the evolution of self-deception. Together
they published a brief paper that used their ideas about the naturalistic basis of deceit and
self-deception to explain the crash of Air Florida Flight 90 in Washington, D.C. Given the
continued power of the naturalistic fallacy in the modern life sciences, historical attention
typically focuses on highly visible controversies with great popular traction. This essay
instead mobilizes the muted legacy of Trivers and Newton’s publication to underscore the
inherent difficulties scientists face in finding a receptive audience for their theories, even
naturalistic ones.

O N 13 JANUARY 1982, it had been snowing at National Airport in Washington, D.C.,
for most of the day. The snow stopped around 3 p.m., and Air Florida Flight 90 was

cleared for takeoff forty-five minutes later. With ice on its wings, the airplane never
reached the speed it needed to gain altitude. Less than a minute after takeoff, it collided
with the Fourteenth Street Bridge and plunged into the icy Potomac River below.
Seventy-eight people died. Navy divers recovered the cockpit voice recorders a week
later. News stations covering the accident played clips of the cockpit conversation between
the pilot and the copilot. By 1 February, National Transportation Safety Board investigators
concluded that the pilots attempted takeoff too long after the plane’s last deicing. Patches of
snow on the short runway (and possibly ice in the engine), coupled with an instrument
malfunction, contributed to the plane’s slow initial speed and later stall once airborne.1

* Department of History, 136 Dickinson Hall, Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey 08544-1017.
Quotations from the Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation Papers are included courtesy of Robert Trivers, the Dr.

Huey P. Newton Foundation, and the Department of Special Collections and University Archives, Stanford
University Libraries. Thank you to Bernard Lightman, Betsy Armstrong, Michael Gordin, Bridget Gurtler,
Miranda Waggoner, Keith Wailoo, and the Columbia History of Science Group for helpful suggestions and
discussion of this material, as well as to Sean Malloy who alerted me to the richness of Newton’s papers. I am
particularly grateful to Robert Trivers for sharing his memories of Huey Newton with me over lunch and for his
understanding in the event that our interpretations differ.

1 For accounts of the accident see Lawrence Meyer and Howie Kurtz, “Seventy-One Feared Dead as Plane
Hits Bridge, Smashes Cars, Plunges into Potomac,” Washington Post, 14 Jan. 1982, p. A1; and Chip Brown and
Blaine Harden, “Ice Hampers Rescue Attempts, Night Falls as Rescue Crews Attempt to Find Victims,” ibid. On
recovery of the voice recorder see Kenneth Bredemeier and John Burgess, “Recorders Recovered from Crash,”
ibid., 21 Jan. 1982, p. A1. For the National Transportation Safety Board conclusions see Douglas Feaver and
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In short, they suggested that a complex network of compounded small failures caused the
accident.2

Evolutionary biologist Robert Trivers was paying close attention to news coverage of
the accident because a friend of his, entomologist Bob Silberglied, had been killed in the
crash. Several years earlier, Trivers had become friends and intellectual collaborators with
Huey P. Newton—cofounder of the Black Panthers and a former graduate student in the
History of Consciousness Program at the University of California, Santa Cruz, where
Trivers taught classes in evolutionary theory. Together they were working on a project
concerning the evolution of “deceit and self-deception”; they had signed a book contract
under that title three years earlier with the publisher Rawson, Wade.3 When Trivers heard
the broadcast of the pilots’ voices, he understandably discussed their final words with
Newton. Although the copilot recognized that the plane was in trouble, the pilot verbally
denied its difficulty until seconds before the crash. This, Trivers and Newton decided,
might represent an archetypal example of self-deception in action. They wrote to the
National Transportation Safety Board to obtain a full transcript of the cockpit conversa-
tion. By November, they published a brief encapsulation of their reasoning in Science
News. Rather than seeing the plane crash as having been caused by multiple errors in a
complex system, as had the NTSB investigators, Newton and Trivers concluded that the
pilot’s self-deception was “the main factor leading up to the disaster.” This reconfigura-
tion, they continued, had “implications for air safety and, by analogy, implications for our
understanding of the way in which natural selection acts on processes of self-deception.”4

Yet a great deal of work would be needed to make that claim scientifically plausible.
In order for biologists to believe that self-deception was a behavior subject to natural
selection, they would first have to accept it as a distinct, at least partially heritable, trait.
In the case of most morphological characters (ears or legs, for example), biologists do
little work to call these epistemic things into existence.5 Behaviors, on the other hand, can
be complicated or even, in the case of self-deception, counterintuitive.6 Rather than seeing
misperceptions as the result of individuals’ faulty interpretations of reality, Newton and

John Burgess, “Crash of Flight 90 Looks More and More Like Classic Plane Accident, Experts Feel,” ibid., 1
Feb. 1982, p. A8.

2 This multifaceted approach to causation became normal in subsequent years. The sociologist Charles Perrow
described the inevitability of such accidents within complex, tightly coupled systems like air travel in Normal
Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies (New York: Basic, 1984), esp. the chapter “Aircraft and
Airways.” Air Florida Flight 90 also formed the prime example of Peter Galison’s analysis of causation in
airplane crashes in “An Accident of History,” in Atmospheric Flight in the Twentieth Century, ed. Galison and
Alex Roland (London: Kluwer, 2000), pp. 3–43.

3 Book Contract for DECEIT AND SELF-DECEPTION, 17 May 1979, between Robert Trivers, c/o Gerard McCauley
Agency, Inc., and Rawson, Wade Publishers, Inc., Papers of the Dr. Huey P. Newton Foundation, Collection
M0864, Department of Special Collections, Stanford University Libraries, Stanford, California (hereafter
Newton Papers), Box 52, Folder 5.

4 Robert Trivers, “Self-Deception in Service of Deceit,” in Natural Selection and Social Theory: Selected
Papers of Robert Trivers (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 2002), pp. 255–293, on p. 262; and Trivers and Huey
P. Newton, “The Crash of Flight 90: Doomed by Self Deception?” Science Digest, 1982, 90:66–67, 111, on p.
111.

5 Hans-Jörg Rheinberger, Towards a History of Epistemic Things: Synthesizing Proteins in the Test Tube
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Univ. Press, 1997).

6 Elisabeth Lloyd, The Case of the Female Orgasm: Bias in the Science of Evolution (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard Univ. Press, 2005); and Elliott Sober, “Comparative Psychology Meets Evolutionary Biology: Morgan’s
Canon and Cladistic Parsimony,” in Thinking with Animals: New Perspectives on Anthropomorphism, ed.
Lorraine Daston and Gregg Mitman (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 2005), pp. 85–99.
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Trivers attempted to establish “self-deception” as a biologically coherent entity.7 They
failed.

This essay explores the intellectual (and personal) stakes behind Newton and Trivers’s
vision of humans as fundamentally duplicitous. As the social sciences began to profes-
sionalize in the late nineteenth century, they granted the distinction between “nature” and
“culture” professional jurisdiction as well as philosophical importance (see Lorraine
Daston’s essay in this Focus section). The end result, well established in the first decades
of the twentieth century, gave primary responsibility for “is” to the natural scientists,
while social scientists addressed “ought” (see also Matthew Stanley’s essay in this Focus
section). Connections between “is” and “ought” fashioned by natural scientists thus came
to resemble attempts to wrest authority over human nature from the hands of social
scientists. Nowhere were these battles more visible to the public or more heated than in
the enduring controversy over sociobiological reasoning—the background against which
this story stands in stark relief.8 Because appeals to nature are so widespread within
twentieth-century biological analyses of human behavior—especially claims that rein-
force social difference, such as the biological predisposition of males to be aggressive and
females to be coy or arguments about race and IQ—it can be easy to assume that most
appeals are likely to be appropriated by ready and willing audiences. This field study of
con games thus serves as a helpful means of interrogating the reasons why such natural-
istic reasoning occasionally, or perhaps even typically, founders.

AN EVOLVING FRIENDSHIP

If Newton became curious about evolution as a result of his interest in con games, Trivers
came to appreciate self-deception through evolutionary theory. Each man supplied a
different kind of expertise: Newton shared his personal experiences with deception on the
streets as (from Trivers’s perspective) a field-tested observer of human behavior, while
Trivers contributed his mathematical acumen and knowledge of the biological sciences.
Together they sought to place our evolutionary understanding of human social behavior on
a new theoretical footing.

Newton had been fascinated by con games since at least his early involvement with
the Black Panther Party. In 1967, he argued that African Americans were “penned up
in the ghettos of America, surrounded by the white man’s factories and all the physical
components of his economic system; we have been made into ‘the wretched of the
earth,’ relegated to the position of spectators while the White racists run their
international con game on the suffering peoples.”9 He used the idea of con games not
only to characterize the social lies white America invoked to justify the continued
oppression of blacks, but also to describe the small ways in which he and other men

7 The concept of self-deception underlay and (implicitly) justified the vision of human nature held by many
American clinical psychologists and psychiatrists of the era, who saw themselves as guiding self-deceiving
individuals to greater personal truth. In this understanding, self-deception constituted a psychological problem
to be overcome, rather than a biologically useful trait. See Michael Pettit, The Science of Deception: Psychology
and Commerce in America (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 2013).

8 Ullica Segerstråle, Defenders of the Truth: The Sociobiology Debate (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 2000).
9 Huey P. Newton, “In Defense of Self-Defense (I), June 20, 1967,” in The Huey P. Newton Reader, ed. David

Hilliard and Donald Weise (New York: Seven Stories, 2011), pp. 134–137, on p. 135. Newton’s reference to
“wretched of the earth” invokes Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New
York: Grove, 1966).
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made their way in this deceitful environment by (in turn) conning whites.10 Several
years later, Newton began seeing the evolutionary origins of humanity as partially
responsible for the deep social inequalities that also divided the sexes—which, he
suggested, had been elicited as a result of a violent reaction among males against the
“natural superiority” of women. He concluded, “The paradigm for it all began in the
Garden of Eden, or rather, the Olduvai Gorge in Africa.”11 Perhaps biology could
indeed provide some answers.

As a young man, Trivers had been absorbed in astronomy and then mathematics, but he
abandoned both “because they said next to nothing, or nothing directly, about the human
condition, or how to interpret the behavior of yourself and others.”12 In his undergraduate
years at Harvard he turned to history, followed by psychology, before discovering
evolutionary theory in his mid-twenties.13 Evolution offered him a new set of tools with
which to make sense of the behavioral tropes that seemed to characterize human social
relations: why we help each other, sometimes at the expense of our own self-interest; why
men and women seem to invest in their children according to different rubrics; why
women and men look for different qualities in life partners; and how parents and their
offspring come into conflict over the distribution of resources within families.14 From this
perspective, Trivers became entranced by questions of deceit and self-deception. He
recalled wondering how natural selection could simultaneously favor both exquisitely
refined sensory organs and systematic distortions of the information they gathered once it
reached the brain. How much more logical, he reasoned, to suppose that natural selection
favored the distortion from the beginning.15 Yet where to find the data on which to base
his theory?

Like other members of the Black Panther Party, Newton valued education as a key
political tool and means of economic self-improvement.16 He earned his bachelor’s degree
at the University of California, Santa Cruz, in 1974. In the fall of 1978, when Newton
heard that Trivers was moving to Santa Cruz from Harvard University, he asked the
marine mammologist Burney LaBoeuf to introduce them. At the time Newton was in
prison, charged with beating Oakland tailor Preston Callins. Once released on bail,
Newton traveled to LaBoeuf’s house, where he met Trivers for the first time. Newton was
thirty-six, Trivers thirty-five. They had a lot to discuss. After a second meeting, at
Newton’s home in Oakland, they quickly became friends. Trivers later recalled being

10 Huey P. Newton, “Scoring,” in Huey P. Newton Reader, ed. Hilliard and Weise, pp. 25–37, excerpted from
Newton, Revolutionary Suicide (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973); Newton outlined several of his
favorite cons. See also Newton, “He Won’t Bleed Me: A Revolutionary Analysis of Sweet Sweetback’s
Baadasssss Song,” Black Panther, 19 Jan. 1971, 6:A–L.

11 Huey P. Newton, “Eve, the Mother of All Living: 1974,” in Huey P. Newton Reader, ed. Hilliard and Weise,
pp. 313–316, on p. 316; see also Newton, “The Mind Is Flesh: 1974,” ibid., pp. 317–330. Newton makes no
mention of Ashley Montagu’s Natural Superiority of Women (New York: Macmillan, 1953).

12 Robert Trivers, “The Pursuit of Knowledge,” undated draft, p. 4, Box 47, Folder 2, Newton Papers. See also
Matthew Stanley, “From Ought to Is: Physics and the Naturalistic Fallacy,” in this Focus section.

13 Robert Trivers, “Riots in American History” (undergraduate thesis, Dept. History, Harvard Univ., 1965).
14 Robert Trivers, “The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism,” Quarterly Review of Biology, 1971, 46:35–57;

Trivers, “Parental Investment and Sexual Selection,” in Sexual Selection and the Descent of Man, 1871–1971
(Chicago: Aldine, 1972), pp. 136–179; and Trivers, “Parent–Offspring Conflict,” American Zoologist, 1974,
14:249–264. See also his personal introductions to each of these papers in Trivers, Natural Selection and Social
Theory (cit. n. 4).

15 Robert Trivers, “Self-Deception in Service of Deceit” (cit. n. 4), p. 257; see also Trivers’s undated draft,
“Deception for Personal Gain: The Art of Conning,” Box 51, Folder 4, Newton Papers.

16 Donna Murch, “The Campus and the Street: Race, Migration, and the Origins of the Black Panther Party
in Oakland, CA,” Souls: A Critical Journal of Black Politics, Culture, and Society, 2007, 9:333–345.
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struck by Newton’s “natural-born genius.” He described “Huey” as “unique in the
explosive and persuasive power of his personality.”17 Within months, Trivers became one
of the few white men to join what remained of the Black Panther Party and Newton
became godfather to his newborn daughter.18

Trivers and Newton believed that deceit and self-deception had to be approached
naturalistically because of the deep evolutionary history that underlay the expression of
these behaviors—even animals sought to deceive members of other species through
mimicry and behavioral posturing, for example.19 They then posited that the capacity for
deceit and, ultimately, self-deception emerged from the social nature of humanity itself.
One of the best ways for individuals to succeed in competitive interactions would be for
them to deceive themselves, the better to deceive others.20 In Trivers’s analysis, self-
deception became an ur-theory within which his other evolutionary ideas could be
conceptualized. He saw all exploitative or oppressive relationships in society as inherently
self-deceptive, even parents’ commitments to their children. Newton, too, contended
that the larger social dynamics of white and black cultures operated according to
similar principles. Newton’s had been a “very stormy life.” He claimed that he’d
“suffered a lot of persecution and prosecution from the state”; to survive he “had to
understand deception.”21 Despite the short-term gains in money or social status that
might be earned by such exploits, both Trivers and Newton asserted that in the long
term self-deception was always destructive. Yet given their ubiquity, deceit and
self-deception were traits that Trivers and Newton saw as deeply relevant within
society and even to their own evolving friendship.

THE TEACHER CON

When they met in early February 1979, Newton invoked an old adage, telling Trivers
that a wise professor allows his student to stand on his shoulders and so enables this
student to see farther. Later in the same conversation, he asked, “Are you going to do
what I expect for my teacher to do?” Newton urged Trivers on, calling him a “genius”
and telling him to “put down the strongest, most rigid kind of framework in formal

17 Trivers, “Self-Deception in Service of Deceit” (cit. n. 4), p. 259. See also an interview with the Black
Panther on the occasion of Trivers’s induction into the party: “Prominent Social Biologist Joins Black Panther
Party,” Black Panther, 18 June–1 July 1979, 19(8):1, 15.

18 Scott Rosenberg, “Sociobiology Pioneer Joins Black Panthers,” Harvard Crimson, 6 July 1979. On the
Black Panther Party’s declining influence within African-American communities, even Oakland, throughout the
late 1970s and Newton’s increasing estrangement see Donna Murch, Living for the City: Migration, Education,
and the Rise of the Black Panther Party in Oakland, California (Chapel Hill: Univ. North Carolina Press, 2010),
pp. 191–228.

19 “Prominent Social Biologist Joins Black Panther Party” (cit. n. 17), p. 15.
20 Trivers, “Self-Deception in Service of Deceit” (cit. n. 4), p. 257. Similarly, the sociologist Erving Goffman

argued that deception and con games underlay all human social interactions. See Michael Pettit, “The Con Man
as Model Organism: The Methodological Roots of Erving Goffman’s Dramaturgical Self,” History of the Human
Sciences, 2011, 24:138–154; Erving Goffman, “On Cooling the Mark Out: Some Aspects of Adaptation to
Failure,” Psychiatry, 1952, 15:451–463; and Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1959). See also Leon Festinger, Henry Riecken, and Stanley Schachter, When Prophecy Fails
(St. Paul: Univ. Minnesota Press, 1956); and Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Evanston, Ill.: Row,
Peterson, 1957).

21 As quoted in Sylvia Townsend, “Huey Newton, Prof Collaborate on Book about Deceit,” Santa Cruz
Sentinel, 14 Feb. 1982, p. 33. For Trivers’s view on the inherently self-deceptive nature of exploitative and
oppressive relationships see Robert Trivers to Huey P. Newton, n.d., Box 52, Folder 7, Newton Papers. For
Newton’s view see “Prominent Social Biologist Joins Black Panther Party” (cit. n. 17), p. 1; and Newton, “He
Won’t Bleed Me” (cit. n. 10).
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basis in our evolution as a species.” In these early moments of their relationship, we
can already see the hopes each invested in the other. Trivers later described his friend
as a “master logician” whose particular strength was “aggressive logic.” He continued,
Newton’s “special ability was to . . . quickly beat you out of the position you may have
taken. The argument often had a double-or-nothing quality about it where, in effect,
he was doubling the stakes for each logical alternative, giving you the unpleasant
sensation that you were, more than likely, losing ever more heavily as the argument
continued.”22 Trivers admired Newton’s strength; Newton relied on Trivers’s exper-
tise.

As they worked together, they imagined coauthoring a book on deceit and self-
deception that would begin by exploring examples of deception and countermeasures in
animals. Later chapters would turn to humans and discuss self-deception as an individual
phenomenon, as a characteristic of family life and larger social belief systems, and as
deeply imbricated in morality and everyday life. The book would conclude with a
reflection on introspection as a mechanism for thinking about self-deception in their own
lives. They even planned to include a chapter called “The Art of the Con” in which they
described the psychological tricks of the trade that allowed con artists to dupe their victims
and related “anecdotes of their exploits and those of others,” including the “short-change
game” and “dummying up.”23 Organizationally, then, the proposed book’s treatment of
deceit and self-deception in humans developed seamlessly from a biological analysis of
behavior in animals. “Humans were not created in the recent past. Like all other living
creatures on this planet, we have evolved for four billion years,” the authors argued. “Our
creation took place slowly, over immense periods of time, by a process we now under-
stand in some detail: evolution by natural selection.” Only evolution could provide the
“biological meaning” behind these traits. Trivers signed the original contract alone, but he
immediately turned over a third of the advance to Newton, reflecting their understanding
that this was a mutual (if not entirely equal) effort.24

The actual writing took longer than planned. Newton was working on his own doctoral
thesis in the History of Consciousness Program at Santa Cruz, which he defended in 1980
(Trivers was away in Jamaica)—“War against the Panthers: A Study of Repression in
America.”25 Trivers was adjusting to life as a tenured professor with a new set of students
and professional commitments. Then, in July 1981, he produced over a hundred pages of
manuscript for their book in a great flurry of productivity. Rawson, Wade, the hopeful
publisher, claimed that the material Trivers had generated was “too academic in tone” and
insisted that the book needed at least another chapter.26 Yet again the project stalled.
Throughout 1982, Trivers sought to draw up a new contract with a different publisher, but
these negotiations foundered too. In the meantime, Newton and Trivers had succeeded in
publishing their brief paper on the crash of Air Florida Flight 90 in Science Digest.

22 “Huey & Bob,” 5 Feb. 1979, Tape 2, Side B, transcript, p. 37, Box 51, Folder 4, Newton Papers; and Trivers,
“Self-Deception in Service of Deceit” (cit. n. 4), p. 259.

23 “Chapter Outline,” in “Proposed Book on DECEIT AND SELF-DECEPTION,” pp. 4–9, Box 50, Folder 11, Newton
Papers; and Townsend, “Huey Newton, Prof Collaborate on Book about Deceit” (cit. n. 21), p. 33. See also
Trivers, “Deception for Personal Gain” (cit. n. 15).

24 “Proposed Book on DECEIT AND SELF-DECEPTION,” p. 1; and “Assignment,” Trivers to Newton, 8 June 1979,
Box 51, Folder 4, Newton Papers.

25 Huey P. Newton, “War against the Panthers: A Study of Repression in America” (Ph.D. diss., Univ.
California, Santa Cruz, 1980), published posthumously as Newton, War against the Panthers: A Study of
Repression in America (New York: Harlem River, 1996).

26 Gerald McCauley to Trivers, 13 Nov. 1981, 13 Feb. 1982, Box 52, Folder 5, Newton Papers.
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Perhaps on the basis of that experience, Trivers agreed to split any proceeds from their
book’s publication equally, as he came to believe that Newton was willing to contribute
as much as he was to the project. He also suggested that, according to the tradition in
mathematics governing the intellectual collaborations of co-equal authors, he would
ensure that their names were listed in alphabetical order on the book: Newton first, Trivers
second.27

The journalistic introduction to the Science Digest piece identified them as “Drs. Robert
Trivers and Huey P. Newton, biologists at the University of California, Santa Cruz,” and
Trivers was first author after all. Their three-page essay recounted the terse conversation
in the cockpit preceding the crash. They described the less-experienced copilot as “reality-
seeking” and the pilot, only three years his elder but in a position of substantial power, as
a “self-deceiver.” Although the copilot provided several conversational openings to
initiate a discussion about deicing the plane, the pilot met his comments with either silence
or diversions. In the one instance where the pilot did engage with the underlying issue, he
speculated about a world in which deicing would not require losing their place in the
queue of planes waiting to take off now that the storm had largely passed. Such patterns
of self-deception develop over time, Trivers and Newton pointed out. They believed that
the pilot’s pattern of denial was almost certainly practiced; his self-deception had become
“ingrained through many small instances of positive feedback.” In animals, they analo-
gized, a display of bravado in the face of a fight can sometimes scare away an opponent
without the necessity of actual engagement. They carefully concluded that although such
strategies might have short-term benefits, in real moments of crisis patterns of self-
deception consistently lead to disaster because of the self-deceiver’s “impaired ability
to deal with reality.”28 Self-deception as a pattern of behavior, then, developed slowly
over time and did not afflict all people equally. Trivers and Newton thrice drew their
readers’ attention to the kinds of people they deemed especially susceptible: over-
confident, adventurous men, just like the ex-military “airplane jock” pilot of Flight
90 —and just like the men they perceived as artificially preserving social injustice in
the United States.29

Despite these promising moments, the book never saw the light of day. The friendship
also began to fray around the edges. Trivers, especially, had hoped to include a scientific
analysis of their own interactions, from each man’s perspective, so as to illustrate the
fraught interpersonal dynamics that characterized deceit and self-deception between any
two people. Trivers hoped to make another point, too. Recalling one of their earliest
interactions, he wrote to Newton rejecting the “teacher con” that he believed Newton had
worked on him. Simply by calling a man your teacher, Trivers explained, you could

27 Cosigned agreement, 30 Jan. 1982, Box 52, Folder 3, Newton Papers; see also Trivers to Newton, 12 Mar.
1982, Box 52, Folder 5, Newton Papers.

28 Trivers and Newton, “Crash of Flight 90” (cit. n. 4), pp. 111, 66. For decades biologists described mating
strategies in similar terms, where “ritualization” acted to discourage punishing battles. See David Blest, “The
Concept of ‘Ritualisation,’” in Current Problems in Animal Behaviour, ed. William H. Thorpe and Oliver L.
Zangwill (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1961), pp. 102–124.

29 See Trivers to Newton, 6 Feb. 1982, Box 52, Folder 5, Newton Papers. Their vision of pilots’ personalities
was widely shared among members of the airline industry, which regularly offered assertiveness training to other
cockpit crewmembers. See Galison, “Accident of History” (cit. n. 2), pp. 16–21; and Robert L. Helmreich,
“Social Psychology on the Flight Deck,” in Resource Management on the Flight Deck (Proceedings of a
NASA/Industry Workshop Held at San Francisco, California, June 26–28, 1979), ed. G. E. Cooper, M. E. White,
and J. K. Lauber (Moffett Field, Calif.: NASA-Ames Research Center), pp. 17–30, esp. p. 22, where he describes
“the ‘problem of the macho pilot.’”
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induce him to adopt certain behavioral patterns and act as a teacher would act. Yet he was
no more Newton’s teacher than Newton was his, Trivers insisted. He would therefore no
longer feel obligated to respond to Newton’s requests as if Newton were his student.30

Under these conditions—and these conditions only—Trivers agreed to split the respon-
sibility for the book as equal partners.

The final letter of their correspondence held in the Stanford University Archives dates
from the fall of 1983. Around that time Newton’s then-wife, Gwen Fontaine, left him and
moved with their children to Chicago. Trivers began work in earnest on his textbook,
Social Evolution.31 Several years later, Newton died of a gunshot wound; five years after
that, Trivers moved back east, to Rutgers University. In the first decades after Newton’s
death, Trivers published a small number of papers on the evolution of deceit and
self-deception, always based on animal models—his original forte and a long way from
the material Newton would have contributed.32 Even in his most recent book, The Folly
of Fools, published in 2011, Trivers relates stories of his own past but steers clear of both
“The Art of the Con” and the dynamics of his friendship with Newton.33

MUTED RECEPTION

Few biologists paid attention to Trivers and Newton’s idea that self-deception in human
behavior should be analyzed as an evolved natural response. According to the Science
Citation Index, before the year 2000 only five papers referenced either “The Crash of
Flight 90” or Trivers’s later “Deceit and Self-Deception”—a far cry from the citations
biologists lavished on Trivers’s earlier publications during the same period, work for
which he would win the prestigious Crafoord Prize in Biosciences. Rather, biologists
greeted their hypothesis with resounding silence.

Even before they published “The Crash of Flight 90,” Trivers and Newton had
worried that people on the political Left would be wary of naturalistic reasoning about
human behavior because they would associate it with conservative political argu-
ments, especially given volatile past controversies over race and intelligence testing.34

Members of the Black Panther Party, for example, had recently prevented scientists
from establishing a research institute in Oakland for the study of aggressive behavior
as an innate biological trait. Newton insisted that his interest in evolutionary theories
of human behavior simply extended his previous commitments to understanding the
underlying, often counterintuitive, reasons behind social behavior, but he knew that

30 Trivers to Newton, 6 Aug. 1981, Box 46, Folder 9, Newton Papers; and Trivers to Newton, 6 Feb. 1982,
14 June 1982, Box 52, Folder 5, Newton Papers.

31 Trivers to Newton, 30 Nov. 1983, Box 52, Folder 4, Newton Papers; and Robert Trivers, Social Evolution
(Menlo Park, Calif.: Benjamin/Cummings, 1985).

32 See, e.g., Robert Trivers, “Deceit and Self-Deception: The Relationship between Communication and
Consciousness,” in Man and Beast Revisited, ed. Michael H. Robinson and Lionel Tiger (Washington, D.C.:
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991), pp. 175–191; and Trivers, “The Elements of a Scientific Theory of
Self-Deception,” in Evolutionary Perspectives on Human Reproductive Behavior, ed. Dori LeCroy and Peter
Moller (Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 907) (New York: New York Academy of Sciences,
2000), pp. 114–131.

33 Trivers does, however, dedicate the book to him: “In memory of Dr. Huey P. Newton, Black Panther and
dear friend.” Robert Trivers, The Folly of Fools: The Logic of Deceit and Self-Deception in Human Life (New
York: Basic, 2011).

34 “Prominent Social Biologist Joins Black Panther Party” (cit. n. 17); see also John P. Jackson, Jr., “‘In Ways
Unacademical’: The Reception of Carleton S. Coon’s The Origin of Races,” Journal of the History of Biology,
2001, 34:247–285.
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some of his friends would see his work with Trivers as a profound retreat from his
earlier radical commitments.35

Trivers’s colleagues were equally unsympathetic to his position. After his early years
at Harvard, rumors of mental breakdowns and a lack of new publications plagued his
professional standing in the field.36 Although most of Trivers’s readers during these years
were interested in excavating the evolutionary origins of animal action, he saw himself as
striving to provide a “scientific understanding of human behavior” in which self-deception
played a key role—a cognitive capacity biologists were unlikely to ascribe to most animal
minds. He hoped to transform the “social ‘so-called’ sciences” through his evolutionary
analyses and firmly believed that “according to our best understanding of life it is natural
selection which has created us.”37 Trivers later claimed that the public spotlight created by
the publication of E. O. Wilson’s Sociobiology in 1975 had a temporary “bad effect” on
his life. In his words, when one becomes a visible entity within any community, “the
parasites that swim towards you are much more sophisticated,” a substantial problem
when “you’re only used to dealing with the small timers.”38 Deep in the controversy over
sociobiology that continued throughout the 1980s, many evolutionary biologists preferred
sticking to animal behavior rather than addressing humanity head-on. Not until the
consolidation of evolutionary psychology as a field in the 1990s would Trivers find a
ready scientific audience for his theories of human social behavior.39 Even then, however,
evolutionarily inclined psychologists latched on to reciprocal altruism, parent–offspring
conflict, and Trivers’s evocative use of Darwin’s theory of sexual selection, but they
largely sidestepped his theory of self-deception.40

Appeals to nature are so ubiquitous in popular scientific discussions of human behavior
that I sometimes find myself despairing that Americans will embrace any zoomorphic
explanation. Even if nature is not infinitely flexible, our capacity to invest it with meaning
appears to be. So what, then, are we to learn from this story of Newton and Trivers’s
attempt to call a biological category into existence? Most obviously, although invoking
nature to explain a human behavioral trait can be relatively simple, convincing others that
the idea has merit requires a great deal more work. Failures thus tell us as much, perhaps
more, about the dynamics of scientific reasoning as do successes. In this case, no one
dismissed the hypothesis as a “naturalistic fallacy” and no one attacked self-deception as
pseudoscientific; nor did scientists actively seek to marginalize either author.41 Only in

35 “Huey & Bob” (cit. n. 22). On the research institute and the Black Panthers’ health activism see Alondra
Nelson, “As American as Cherry Pie: Contesting the Biologization of Violence,” in Body and Soul: The Black
Panther Party and the Fight against Medical Discrimination (St. Paul: Univ. Minnesota Press, 2011), pp.
153–180.

36 Trivers, Natural Selection and Social Theory (cit. n. 4), pp. 127, 259.
37 Trivers, Social Evolution (cit. n. 31), p. 1; Drake Bennett, “The Evolutionary Revolutionary,” Boston Globe,

27 Mar. 2005, p. K1; and Trivers, Social Evolution, p. 4.
38 Author interview with Robert Trivers, 27 Feb. 2004, New Brunswick, N.J.; and Edward O. Wilson,

Sociobiology: A New Synthesis (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, Belknap, 1975).
39 See David Buss, “Evolutionary Psychology: A New Paradigm for Psychological Science,” Psychological

Inquiry, 1995, 6:1–30; and Pieter R. Adriaens and Andreas De Block, “The Evolutionary Turn in Psychiatry: A
Historical Overview,” History of Psychiatry, 2010, 21:131–143.

40 As of December 2013, the total number of scientific papers citing Trivers’s publications on self-deception
stood at 116 (according to statistics listed in the ISI Web of Science, last accessed 20 Dec. 2013). The vast
majority of these citations are in papers published after 2005, with a small increase after 2000.

41 More recently, several authors have claimed that this evolutionary perspective is wrong or that Trivers’s
hypothesis needs to be tested before being used as an analytic. See, e.g., David Dunning, “Get Thee to a Laboratory,”
and other authors responding to William von Hippel and Robert Trivers, “The Evolution and Psychology of
Self-Deception,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 2011, 34:1–56; “Open Peer Commentary” is on pp. 16–41.
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comparison to the overwhelming popularity of Trivers’s other publications can Newton
and Trivers’s joint effort be seen as a failure. “The Crash of Flight 90” became one of the
more than 41 percent of papers published in the biological sciences between 1981 and
1985 that remained uncited for five years.42 Against these data, the muted reception of
Trivers and Newton’s evolutionary theory of self-deception in fact looks fairly typical.

Social scientists who sought to apply the lessons of biology to sociology, psychology,
or even history might not get into hot water with their peers (or they might; see Warwick
Anderson’s essay in this Focus section), but they rarely butted up against the same
disciplinary difficulties that Trivers’s position invited. Reframing the sociobiological
battles that characterized the late 1970s and early 1980s in terms of the naturalistic fallacy
helps render visible the long trajectories supporting each side of successive nature/nurture
controversies. The scientists and philosophers who sought to establish the naturalistic
fallacy in the nineteenth century largely succeeded in setting the terms by which issues of
individual development and scientific analyses of behavioral causation have been debated
ever since. Yet we should not let the remarkable staying power of naturalistic and
antinaturalistic reasoning as analytical constructs mask the difficulty of advancing any one
theory in any specific historical moment.

42 David Hamilton, “Publishing by—and for?—the Numbers,” Science, 1990, 250:1331–1332; Hamilton,
“Research Papers: Who’s Uncited Now?” ibid., 1991, 251:25; and John Tainer et al., “Science, Citation, and
Funding,” ibid., pp. 1408–1411.
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