Kanazawa's bad science does not represent evolutionary psychology

In light of the recent furore surrounding Satoshi Kanazawa's Psychology Today blog post
[“Why Are Black Women Less Physically Attractive Than Other Women?”’], we feel
compelled to state publicly that Kanazawa’s research should not be taken as
representative of the evolutionary behavioural science community. Kanazawa’s blog post
generated enormous media attention, including the BBC’s flagship News at Ten
programme. It also attracted considerable comment from the online community, much of
which was highly critical of the discipline of evolutionary psychology which he claims to
represent. As a result, Kanazawa’s home institution, the London School of Economics,
will be hosting a debate this week on ‘Is evolutionary psychology racist?’. Yet a large
number of scientists who apply an evolutionary approach to human behaviour consider
Kanazawa’s work to be of poor quality and have demonstrated this via their own
academic critiques. He has repeatedly been criticised by other academics in his field of
research for using poor quality data, inappropriate statistical methods and consistently
failing to consider alternative explanations for his results.

We have previously pursued the usual scientific channels open to us to counteract what in
our view 1s Kanazawa’s poor quality science by reviewing and rejecting his papers from
scientific journals, and by publishing critiques of his papers in the scientific literature.
This has not stopped him from continuing to produce poor quality science and promoting
it directly to the public. We have therefore taken the unusual step of making this
statement to counteract the damage we believe he is doing to the perception of our
discipline in the media and among the public. The principle of applying evolutionary
theory to the study of human psychology and behaviour is sound, and there is a great deal
of high-quality, nuanced, culturally-sensitive evolutionary research ongoing in the UK
and elsewhere today (see for example the European Human Behaviour and Evolution
Association, which actively aims to promote rigour within the field).

Kanazawa's work has been criticised on scientific grounds numerous times in peer-
reviewed journals: critics of his work have claimed that the work demonstrates a poor
understanding of evolutionary theory, a disregard for data quality, and inappropriate
interpretation of statistical techniques. To our knowledge, 24 critiques of his papers have
been published, involving a total of 59 social and natural scientists who have criticised
his work in print.

These critiques are from a wide range of academics with expertise sufficient to critique
his work both theoretically and methodologically, including statisticians and
epidemiologists. In addition, 35 psychologists, including many evolutionary
psychologists, recently contributed to a critique that is shortly to be published in the peer-
reviewed journal American Psychologist’.

Many of these critiques completely undermine the work: the statistician Andrew Gelman,
for example, has re-analysed the data Kanazawa used in 2007 to suggest that ‘Beautiful
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people have more daughters’ and has demonstrated that Kanazawa’s conclusions are
simply not supported by the data. Despite this, Kanazawa has not withdrawn the critiqued
paper nor published a correction.

The peer review process is not perfect and appears to have failed when dealing with
Kanazawa’s poor quality work. Those of us who have reviewed his papers have had
experiences where we have rejected papers of his for certain journals on scientific
grounds, only to see the papers appear virtually unaltered in print in other journals,
despite the detailed critiques of the papers given to Kanazawa by the reviewers and
editors of the journals that rejected his papers.

Thus, not only is Kanazawa’s work an example of poor science on theoretical and
methodological grounds in our view, but we also believe it violates the central purpose of
scientific discourse, because he rarely engages with his scientific critics. He rarely
considers the criticisms of his work that have been published as well as those given to
him during the peer review process: to our knowledge he has published counter-responses
on only two occasions to critiques of his work (separate responses to two critiques of a
paper published in 2001; and a response to one critique of a paper published in 2002).
Since then, he has not published a full length response in the academic literature to any of
the numerous critiques which have been published against his work, nor has he published
corrections to the papers for which doubt has been cast on the conclusions.

On one point alone we agree with Kanazawa: we agree with his view that politically
sensitive topics should not be taboo in science and that ‘academic freedom must be
paramount’ (as he pointed out in a letter to the THE in 2006%). Academics who publish
work that may be unpopular with some sections of the media or general public should not
be condemned on those grounds. However, we are adamant that any work in science —
politically sensitive or not — should at all times adhere to the principles of rigour and
good scientific method. We believe that Kanazawa’s work recurrently fails to meet these
standards.
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