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Roughgarden is now using this model of ho-
mosexuality to reimagine heterosexuality. Her
conclusions, published last February in Science,
are predictably controversial. While Darwin saw
males and females as locked in conflict, acting out
the ancient battle of their gametes, Roughgarden
describes sexual partners as a model of solidarity.
“This whole view of the sexes as being at war is
just so flawed from the start. First of all, there are
all these empirical exceptions, like homosexuality.
And then there’s the logical inconsistency of it all.
Why would a male ever jettison control of his evo-
|utionary destiny? Why would he entrust females to
serendipitously raise their shared young? The fact is,
males and females are committed to cooperate.”

Consider the Eurasian oystercatcher, a shore
bird that enjoys feasting on shellfish. A consistent
minority of oystercatcher families are polygynous,
in which a lucky male mates with two different fe-
males simultaneously. These threesomes come in
two different flavors: aggressive and cooperative.
In an aggressive threesome, the females are at war;
they attack each other frequently, and try to disrupt
the egg-laying process of their fellow spouse. So
far, so Darwinian: Life is nasty, brutish and short.
However, the cooperative threesome is everything
Darwin didn’t expect. These females share a nest,
mate with each other several times a day, and preen
their feathers together. It's domestic bliss.

In Roughgarden’s Science paper, she uses “co-
operative game theory” to elucidate the diverse
mating habits of the oystercatcher. Whereas Darwin
held that conflict was the natural state of life (we
are all Hobbesian bullies at heart), Roughgarden
sees cooperation as our default position. This makes
mathematical sense: The family that sleeps together
has more offspring. Why, then, do oystercatcher fe-
males occasionally engage in all out war? According
to Roughgarden, violence occurs when “social
negotiations” break down. Although the birds re-
ally want to get along (who doesn’t like being
preened?), something goes awry. The end result is
risky violence, in which one female or both will end
the breeding season without an egg.

The advantage of Roughgarden’s new theory is
that it can explain a wider spectrum of sexual be-
haviors than Darwinian sexual selection. Lesbian
oystercatchers and gay mountain sheep? Their
homosexuality is just a prelude to social coopera-
tion, a pleasurable way of avoiding wanton conflict.
But what about the peacock and all those other
examples of sexual dimorphism? According to
Roughgarden, “expensive, functionally useless
badges like the peacock’s tail...are admission tick-
ets”: they just get you in the door. If you don’t have
a ticket, you are ruthlessly denied breeding rights,
like an uncool kid at the prom.

Of course, most humans don’t see sex as a way
of maintaining the social contract. Our lust doesn’t
seem logical, especially when that logic involves the
abstruse calculations of game theory. Furthermore,
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it's strange for most people to think of themselves
as naturally bisexual. Being gay or straight seems
to be an intrinsic and implacable part of our iden-
tity. Roughgarden disagrees. “In our culture, we as-
sume that there is a straight-gay binary, and that
you are either one or the other. But if you look at
vertebrates, that just isn’t the case. You will almost
never find animals or primates that are exclusively
gay. Other human cultures show the same thing.”
Since Roughgarden believes that the hetero/homo
distinction is a purely cultural creation, and not a
fact of biology, she thinks it is only a matter of time
before we return to the standard primate model.
“1'm convinced that in 50 years, the gay-straight di-

gist Alison Jolly, in an otherwise positive review of
Evolution’s Rainbow for Science, conceded that
Roughgarden ultimately fails in her ambition to
“revolutionize current biological theories of sexual
selection.” As far as these mainstream biologists
are concerned, Roughgarden’s gay primates and
transgendered fish are simply interesting sexual
deviants, statistical outliers in a world that contains
plenty of peacocks. As Paul Z. Myers, a biologist at
the University of Minnesota, put it, “I think much
of what Roughgarden says is very interesting. But |
think she discounts many of the modifications that
have been made to sexual selection since Darwin
originally proposed it. So in that sense, her Darwin

s it possible to comprehend the
diversity of sexual behavior without
disowning Darwin? Or do the gay
mountain sheep and lesbian monkeys
deserve a paradigm shift?

chotomy will dissolve. | think it just takes too much
social energy to preserve. All this campy, flamboy-
ant behavior: It's just such hard work.”

espite Roughgarden’s long list of peer-
Dreviewed articles in prestigious journals,

most evolutionary biologists remain skepti-
cal of her conclusions. For one thing, it's tough
to measure the benefits of diversity—or lesbian
pair bonding. It's even harder to imagine how
traits that are good for the group get passed on
by individuals. (As a result, group selection has
largely been replaced by kin selection.) In the
absence of anything conclusive, most scientists
stick with Darwin and Dawkins.

Other biologists think Roughgarden is ex-
aggerating the importance of homosexuality.
Invertebrate zoologist Stephen Shuster told Nature
that Roughgarden “throws out a very healthy baby
with some slightly soiled bathwater.” And biolo-

05.4

is a straw man. You don’t have to dismiss the mod-
ern version of sexual selection in order to explain
social bonding or homosexuality.”

Roughgarden remains defiant. “I think many
scientists discount me because of who | am.
They assume that | can’t be objective, that I've got
some bias or hidden LGBT agenda. But I'm just try-
ing to understand the data. At this point, we have
thousands of species that deviate from the standard
account of Darwinian sexual selection. So we get
all these special case exemptions, and we end up
downplaying whatever facts don't fit. The theory is
becoming Ptolemaic. It clearly has the trajectory of
a hypothesis in trouble.”

Roughgarden’s cataloging of sexual diversity
has challenged a fundamental biological theory. If
Darwinian sexual selection—whatever its current
variant—is to survive, it must adapt to this new data
and come up with convincing explanations for why
a host of animals just aren’t like peacocks.

Crabs are shucking machines—so long as the shell

they’re prying off their victim coils to the right. Researchers

compared scars on the fossils of whelks and cone shells that had been

preyed on by the crab Calappa flammea. They found that the crabs, which

have a tooth on their right claw that they use like a can opener, preferred
right-coiled snails—meaning lefties enjoyed a clear survival advantage.
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