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Steven Pinker
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PRESENTER:  JIM AL-KHALILI


Al-Khalili
My guest today is Steven Pinker - the author of among other books, How the Mind Works, and I want to find out how his mind works.  He's something of a science superstar but started out studying language or more precisely regular and irregular verbs.  He's been labelled "science's agent provocateur" and an "evolutionary rock star". Twice a Pulitzer Prize finalist for his popular science books that many say are mind-changing.  His book, The Blank Slate, set the cat among the social science pigeons by stressing that studies of human behaviour failed to take into sufficient account the vital role our genes play in shaping human nature.  Now he readily acknowledges that genes aren't everything or as he puts it:  "I've decided not to have children and if my genes don't like it, they can go jump in the lake". His latest book is about the decline of violence in history and its causes.  He's a man who's not afraid of controversy which is just as well because he's encountered significantly more of it than your average scientist.  He feels strongly that science should, as far as possible, be free from political and social bias and at the same time is acutely aware of the important role the science of human nature plays in shaping society.   

Steven Pinker - welcome to The life Scientific.

Pinker
Thank you.

Al-Khalili
Now this celebrity status what is this all about?

Pinker
Well I have tried to bring the excitement of my field to a wider audience.  Who are we, where did we come from, what is human nature?  Probably my own interest in psychology started with the broader concern with human nature but you don't get tenure for doing research on human nature, you've got to study regular and irregular verbs.  

Al-Khalili
And you do believe, don't you, that the way our minds work can be explained through physical laws, the point is that that's it - that, as you once put it, our minds are just a bunch of molecules in motion, ultimately understandable in this sort of reductionist way?

Pinker
I certainly don't believe that there is anything like a soul, a spirit, I think it's physically nothing but molecules, although the kind of insight that we get into understanding how it works depends on explaining it at higher levels of analysis.

Al-Khalili
But I'm sure a lot of people find it quite difficult; this is quite a - sort of a bleak depressing view of our existence if that's all there is to it.

Pinker
I know that people have that reaction and I find it desperately wrongheaded.  I think actually the notion of an immortal soul is a terribly dangerous notion and historically there's evidence for that, such as the idea that lives are expendable because it's the immortal soul that matters, so your time - by that view - your time on earth is an infinitesimal fraction of your existence and death is no big deal, it's just a life transition like mid-life crisis or puberty, you're just entering the next phase so why should we value this stretch on earth.

Al-Khalili
This idea of an immortal soul that you find so dangerous is absolutely central to many people of faith...you're not afraid of controversy.

Pinker
I guess not.  I see that some idea that I sense people will be interested in and something to say that hasn't been said before and so I do say it and controversy erupts and... as a psychologist I know that people don't have a whole lot of insight into themselves from the inside, that often you learn about yourself empirically - you see what you've done and what you keep doing and you look at your own life as data and you say oh gee, so that's what I'm like.  

Al-Khalili
So were you - were you an argumentative teenager?

Pinker
Not in the sense of talking back to my parents and rolling my eyes and that kind of argumentative.  But yes in the sense of being fired up by ideas and there were arguments around the dinner table over the issues of the day.

Al-Khalili
And this is the late '60s, early '70s which of course was a time of political upheaval and change, were you sort of caught up in that atmosphere, that enthusiasm - the rebellious side of young people at the time?

Pinker
I myself was never much of a radical, a revolutionary, an anarchist, a Marxist, so I wasn't swept up in the sense of buying any of those things.  But I certainly was interested in them and I certainly argued about them.  I was much engaged in my religious education, which was not...

Al-Khalili
You grew up in an Ashkenazi Jewish community in Montreal in Canada, right, so that's the environment that you were immersed in as a teenager.

Pinker
My religious education was not terribly religious, it was reformed Judaism, which was the most liberal branch of Judaism - real Jews would consider it just a shade away from Protestantism.  And much of the education was cultural, ethical, intellectual history.

Al-Khalili
And of course this is probably your first opportunity to ask these big questions about human nature.

Pinker
Quite right, there's a saying - 10 Jews, 11 opinions.

Al-Khalili
And your wife, Rebecca Goldstein, grew up in an Orthodox Jewish background, both of you have now turned your backs on religion.  What I like is - I've read this somewhere - you and Rebecca have been described as America's brainiest couple - proud of that label?

Pinker
Well I'm proud that someone else.....

Al-Khalili
You didn't say it.  Now your PhD was completed at Harvard but soon after that you decide to study language and you move to MIT, why was this, what was the attraction there?

Pinker
MIT...

Al-Khalili
Just up the road of course from Harvard.

Pinker
Well I've spent much of my career bouncing back and forth between Harvard and MIT.  MIT unquestionably had the world's best multidisciplinary programme in language.  There was the Department of Linguistics in Philosophy where Noam Chomsky was prominent...

Al-Khalili
And that must have been a huge attraction for you - the great Noam Chomsky being there in the same environment...

Pinker
Yes having Chomsky as a colleague and Morris Halle who was one of Chomsky's mentors.  It was a hothouse for research on language but also it was a hothouse for people interested in vision and visual cognition.  Another great scientific luminary, less well known than Chomsky, was David Marr, the British computational neuroscientist, who died tragically in his 30s of leukaemia.

Al-Khalili
Were you ever tempted to sort of move over to that - very much to that end of the spectrum?

Pinker
I wasn't, the kind of explanations that I find most gripping are at the level of information rather than physiology.  But also I learned, having done a little bit of a stint in a neuroscience lab, and after having botched a couple of operations in planting electrodes into the brains of rats and generally not being a terribly dextrous person I - that I didn't want my career to hinge on my manual dexterity.
My starting point really was the problem of language acquisition, that is the child has something in his brain that allows them to listen to a bunch of sentences for a couple of years and then be a fluent speaker.

Al-Khalili
I mean - it's wonderful the cute sounding mistakes that children make, so there's these verbs when the child says in the past tense of hold, they don't appreciate it it's held, they put ed on the end - so I holded the cup and I digged instead of I dug.  So this is a recording of a six year old making exactly the kind of a grammatical mistakes that were of such interest to you.

Clip
There was a rabbit.  You draw the picture of it and stick it on your chin.  Then you phoned up the rabbit and telling him I finished it and I sticked it on my chin.

Al-Khalili
The reason you're interested in why a child would make mistakes like saying stick is that it shows that they're not learning language by imitating their parents.

Pinker
Yes they certainly don't imitate the exact word forms and the exact sentences they hear from their parents because sticked isn't something that they simply memorised from their parents because grownups don't say sticked, the child's mind must have assembled sticked out of stick plus ed, that is one instance of the mind's power to combine bits into bigger combinations that powers language as a whole.  And that's why for a good part of my career I was obsessed with regular and irregular verbs.

Al-Khalili
And you famously met your wife Rebecca, you say, over an irregular verb.

Pinker
Yes we met over an irregular verb - that's the story we like to tell.  I wrote a book called Words and Rules, an unlikely popular science book on irregular verbs.  But Rebecca picked up the book in a store, looked in the index and was surprised to find Goldstein, her own name, and that involved Rebecca to send me an e-mail saying - Hey, I hear you've read some of my work, do you want to have tea.

Al-Khalili
It sounds very romantic; I presume inevitably you discussed verbs?

Pinker
It was tremendously romantic; it was a literary romance absolutely.

Al-Khalili
Now of course your big success - '94 was your book The Language Instinct and that's really propelled you into the limelight as a popular science writer.  It brought you presumably a great deal more recognition as an academic?

Pinker
Yes I had had reasonable academic success among my peers in my own field but this exposed me to a much wider world - the rest of academia and public life in general.

Al-Khalili
You're now better known for your popular science writing than you are for your scientific research.  Does this bother you?

Pinker
Err in part in that often in my career I find that I make a number of foundational assumptions or claims to get the scientific work started and then all of the debate and controversy is over x, y and z rather than on the actual substance.  But you get exposed to people in different fields, you get to come to BBC Broadcasting House, you get to think and write and learn about a much wider set of ideas.  So for me it was quite delightful.

Al-Khalili
Now I mean on the one had you had people like Richard Dawkins who said on reading The Language Instinct:  "Reading Stephen Pinker's book is one of the biggest favours I've done for my brain."  But not everyone agreed with your assertion that language is this uniquely human instinct.  The Harvard biologist Tecumseh Fitch, who taught a course with you on evolution of cognition, had this to say about the book.

Fitch
Steve is a great communicator, he's a great writer and he certainly has done a whole lot to advance people's understanding of cognition science, of linguistics and more recently of evolution.  So I'm certainly all for that.  But if what's being communicated is an over simplistic or overly biased viewpoint then of course people who have the other viewpoint don't like it very much.  So to take the very specific example of language he would basically say that human language is a suite of adaptations that have evolved in the last six million years, since we split from chimpanzees.  And I would say that human language is mostly made up of things that evolved long before that, over the last hundred million years, that can be studied by working with animals.  And we've had our fair share of disagreements about specific examples but I don't think we need to go into those - it's basically a perspective difference.

Pinker
I think a large part is a perspective difference, I tend to emphasise what's different about Homo sapiens.  To come to Fitch and his colleagues who concentrate on animals, are champions of their species, as I'm a champion of my species but I think there is something very unusual about human language among these communication systems.

Al-Khalili
How far was this the basis of your argument with the late biologist Stephen Jay Gould?

Pinker
It was part of the disagreement.  Gould, who didn't actually study humans but he had written that all of the human talents were basically accidents or bi-products of having a larger brain, I tend to think there's a whole suite of human emotions, everything from fear and anger to sexual jealousy and romantic passion, are best understood as Darwinian adaptations and that that is true of some aspects of our cognitive repertoire as well.

Al-Khalili
Is this an entirely friendly academic debate?

Pinker
Err Gould and I were friendly in real life but we...

Al-Khalili
It didn't seem like it was that friendly if you read about in the press.

Pinker
It's what the diplomats would call a frank exchange of ideas.  It's odd actually that if you actually read what we wrote all of us I think were perfectly civil, I wasn't offended by anything he said, I've gone back to look at my own comments and they actually were quite measured.  But at the time Gould was such an icon, he was such a sacred figure that it was news that anyone disagreed with him, even though actually many biologists disagreed with him but I was one of the first to actually express that disagreement.  And actually was quite - I've been in far nastier academic dust ups than that one but that's the one that the press conveyed as particularly nasty.

Al-Khalili
Now any controversy that surrounded the language instinct is as nothing compared with what followed your book The Blank Slate in 2002.  You decide to reopen the nature versus nurture debate in this book, in which you argue passionately against the notion that we're all blank slates waiting to be written upon by society, so you rejected among other things the idea that children are like pieces of putty to be moulded by their parents and society, instead you argued that children's personalities are determined largely by their genes.  Now predictably perhaps there was a backlash and the psychologist Oliver James, who was himself not afraid of controversy, he believed strongly in the power of nurture over nature.  So here's a recording of what happened when the two of you got together on Radio 3's programme Nightwaves:

Clip from Nightwaves
James
Sorry can we just answer this question, it's the only thing I really...?

Presenter
Very briefly Stephen.

Pinker
The consensus of behavioural geneticists is that there is a substantial heritable component to all aspects of behaviour.   Based on...

James
What do they show Stephen, answer the question?

Pinker
They show that the - there are correlations between behaviour of identical twins with...

James
Name me one study....or...

Presenter
...finish his point.

James
... which show any effect on genes on balance.

Pinker
You're not going to win the argument by browbeating me, now let me finish.

James
But you're not answering the question; you haven't answered it four times now.

Pinker
You have tried to shut me up every time I've tried to complete the argument, so let me complete it.  First of all in answer to Sarah's point...

James
You're not going to answer... that's very interesting.

Pinker
Well it's interesting that you won't let me....

Al-Khalili
There really was this powerful and emotional backlash against what you'd written.

Pinker
Yes well in fact my goal in writing the book was to address the source of the emotion.  The book was really about the emotional and moral and political colourings of the concept of human nature.  And ironically I wasn't arguing that children are just products of their genes, I think the contribution of genes to the formation of individual differences in intelligence and personality is substantial.  The real point that I think a lot of people missed is if you assume that the contribution of genetic differences is zero you're going to mistake genetics effects for parental effects because you see that certain king of parents have certain kind of kids - parents who beat their children have kids who grow up to be violent; the parents who talk a lot to their children have kids who grow up to be more articulate.  And if you don't factor in the possibility that some children inherit violent tendencies from their parents - those violent tendencies make parents beat their kids and the same genes make the kids turn out to be violent in their turn - you're going to be fooled as a scientist, misinterpreting a correlation as causation.  So the idea that spanking is what makes kids violent or talking to kids is what makes them articulate is a scientific illusion if you have blinkers that don't even let you do the twin and adoption studies to test for the possibility of genetic effects.

Al-Khalili
But I mean you can understand parents feeling uncomfortable if you're telling them they don't have the control, the influence over moulding their children that they thought they did.

Pinker
Well it actually goes both ways because on the one hand some parents think well all of this love and attention and micro-managing of their lives that I'm doing counts for nothing, am I wasting my time?  On the other hand there are also parents who are rather relieved in saying well I don't have to hover over my child 24/7 moulding their personalities and shaping their neurones.  And especially if kids turn out not the way parents expect, which I think happens a lot of the time; it means it isn't necessarily the parents fault.

Al-Khalili
Downplaying though the role of parents is something - I mean surely the first few years of a child's life is so much more built around the parents influence and what they learn from the parents before they are exposed to friends and their peers?

Pinker
Clearly parents are going to affect children while the children are in their parents' home; the question is what determines the kind of adult that the child grows into.  We have expressions like as the twig is bent so grows the tree, that implies that that early influence persists.  That I think is not right.  Although there certainly are ways of damaging a child early on by depriving them of ordinary environmental stimulation, by malnourishing them, by beating them, by abusing them.  The question is other than avoiding these kinds of damage are you moulding in the early years the way the child will be at age 18 onward and I think the evidence suggests that you don't.

Al-Khalili
And also you stress the importance of the science that isn't done over the science that is; I mean this example of not enough studies done over the behaviour of identical twins that grow up in different environments.

Pinker
Very much, in fact the failure to take into account the effect of genes means that we've had a lousy science of the environment because we've been misled as to what aspects of the environment are critical and that's something that you could only do in genetically sensitive experimental designs.

Al-Khalili
And you argue that the reason these kinds of studies on the importance of genetics aren't done is because it might highlight issues that are simply too sensitive - it's sort of too dangerous, too close to eugenics and all the associated horrors of the holocaust?

Pinker
Yes I think these are very tenuous connections but they have been historically significant.  That is there are a number of political concerns, some of them quite valid, that led to a phobia of genetics which I think it's time to get over.  So one of them is 19th Century racialist pseudoscience on differences between ethnic groups and races, which we now know just to be nonsense but which left a bad taste to anything smacking of genes and nature.  And a more general fear that somehow if we are just organisms then life is meaningless, there's no higher purpose to life.  So these are some of the political, moral, emotional clouds that have hovered over the scientific study of human beings.

Al-Khalili
That cloud of comforting convictions that you argue perverts the course of scientific discovery.  Now you make the point very strongly in The Blank Slate that science can be corrupted by social and political influences and as we heard many people were outraged, you say their criticisms were politically not scientifically motivated and this kind of criticism you must have expected, it's what you're fighting against I guess but the geneticist Steve Jones was unhappy with the book for a different reason:

Jones
I think if somebody takes a sociological or political message from biology they have to get the biology right and it's clear that in The Blank Slate Pinker didn't get it wrong but he didn't get it right, he didn't put enough ifs and buts and maybes in there.  Biology is really pure and never simple and that's what's wrong with that book, it's too pure and too simple, too blank.

Al-Khalili
A very clever use of words there from Steve Jones but do you - with the benefit of hindsight - take his point about not enough ifs and buts?

Pinker
Well no otherwise I would have put them in at the time; I did have actually a very extensive chapter on the biology.  I certainly have opinions on these matters which might differ from those of Steve Jones but I would plead not guilty to oversimplifying the biology.

Al-Khalili
I mean I would have thought the key difference is that what Steve Jones is saying is that yes you've got nature and nurture, these are sort of - cake that's made up of nature and nurture, it's not that you can slice through the cake and with different proportions, this is down to our genes, this is down to our environment.  Now I think he would argue that nature and nurture are the eggs and the flour, the ingredients that go into baking the cake but once it's baked you can't unbake it, you can't separate the characteristics that make us who we are into something that's down to our genes, something that's down to our environment.

Pinker
Well no everyone says that but it's always the criticism that people make of their opponent, that they're dichotomising nature and nurture and alternatives.  And I stood on my head, shouted from the roof top, the book in no way said that nature and nurture are either dichotomous nor two different ingredients - I denied that from page one.  There is one area though where one can precisely partition contributions of nature and nurture and that's the study of variation.  So it is meaningless to say what percentage of a person's intelligence is due to their genes - that's just not a coherent scientific question.  But saying of the variants among people in intelligence what proportion of that variance is due to differences in their genes - that's a perfectly precise mathematically and conceptual question.  So it's only there where percentages are meaningful and where percentages are cited.

Al-Khalili
But you would still argue - and what you're trying to argue in The Blank Slate was that our personalities are moulded by our genes and we shouldn't forget the importance of how that feeds into what makes us who we are?

Pinker
Absolutely, it may not be one gene, it may be 500 genes but the evidence that variation in psychological traits is heritable is just massive and extremely robust.

Al-Khalili
Now traditionally science is today so complex that scientists become ever more specialised in their field, in order to make headway we're narrowing down into ever increasing complexity.  You certainly in your writing have tackled broader and broader issues - you started with studying particular aspects of language, to how the mind words - and now your latest book The Better Angels of Our Nature you're studying essentially global history of violence from 8,000 BC to the present day.  So you do like to think big don't you?  Tell me a little bit more about what you're trying to get across in this new book.

Pinker
The message is that violence has been in decline for long stretches of history, we may even be living in the most peaceable moment in human history.  And it's a surprising conclusion; most people don't believe it...

Al-Khalili
But you can understand why people will have this view; we're bombarded continuously by these images on telly?

Pinker
That's right, there's always enough violent events to fill the evening news, especially since that's what sells newspapers or if it bleeds it leads.  We know from the fact that violence has gone down over history that we're not doomed to constant conflict and strive, that's not even on the table.  We know that the world has become a more peaceful place and that gives us all the more impetus to try to figure out what is it that we've been doing right, what parts of human nature have we mobilised that have beaten down these violent impulses.

Al-Khalili
Now there are one or two points in the book that I guess will spark debate, controversy...

Pinker
More than one or two.  

Al-Khalili
More than one or two.  Well let's have a look at one or two.  In true Pinker myth busting style you assert that violence isn't caused by low self-esteem but is associated with too much self-esteem, can you explain that?

Pinker
Yes, this depends on the work of Roy Baumeister who's actually gone out and measured it.  Yes this is one of the crazy romantic myths of the 1990s.  A big predictor of violence is a sense of narcissistic entitlement.  If you believe that you are brilliant, you're a super achiever, you're more moral than everyone else based on nothing but that belief then it's very easily punctured by reality.  In which case you think of the person who exposes your weaknesses as a mortal enemy who has to be suppressed by force to the extent that your self-esteem is commensurate with your actual achievements where you can just point to the achievements - well look this is the score that I did do, this is what I did build, this is what I did design - to the extent I'm just a great person and I just believe that regardless of the evidence then any challenger becomes a mortal threat.

Al-Khalili
This is a very pertinent question to us in Britain today because we've recently had riots erupting in several cities around the country and there's a huge amount of soul searching and hand wringing trying to understand the causes of these riots, do you feel you can - you have a message for the reasons say behind the riots?

Pinker
I think it's too early to tell but in general I think there's a strong tendency to try to make the human species look nice.  There's been a resistance to the idea that we even harbour urges that could result in some circumstances in violence, the ideas that it's always the fault of parenting, of the media, of video games, of bad messages.

Al-Khalili
Do you think therefore it's been something of a waste of time - all the time and effort that governments have put into trying to boost say the low self-esteem of people in deprived areas with high unemployment, in ethnic minorities, in an attempt to reduce the chance of violence erupting in these sorts of riots, do you think that's looking in the wrong direction, that's misguided?

Pinker
Yeah that's a waste of time.  We don't know yet but I suspect that the rioters had plenty of self-esteem.  At least that is true of many violent thugs - that they have - their self-esteem is off the scale.

Al-Khalili
And this is not just your - off the top of your head, some remark or opinion?

Pinker
Oh absolutely, this is based on the work of Roy Baumeister, who's actually gone out and measured the self-esteem of people who commit violence.  Not me personally but my reading of the literature in my own field.

Al-Khalili
But there are other studies that support the other side of the coin.

Pinker
No I think this is pretty well established and I think the consensus of social psychologists, that I know of, is that there was no data behind the self-esteem movement in the first place.

Al-Khalili
So you're prepared for another fight?

Pinker
I guess I'd better be, even, by the way, if I don't particularly enjoy it, even in moments when I wish it wasn't occurring I have to acknowledge that that's the way knowledge advances.

Al-Khalili
Stephen Pinker myth buster, thank you very much.

Pinker
Thanks very much.

