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When I agreed to review this book, I think I must have for-
gotten the sage advice of “never judge a book by its cover.”
From first glance, it appeared to be a volume of interest that
examined studies of human behavior and, in particular, the
investigation of aggression and sexuality. And, initially, there
were indications that the author would be blending some
very diverse disciplinary perspectives to offer novel views
and approaches. Longino sets out to use a social epistemologi-
cal method to compare and contrast a selection of different
approaches to studying human behavior. She examines quan-
titative behavioral genetics, social-environmental
approaches, molecular behavioral genetics, neurobiological
approaches, and selected “integrative” methods such as
developmental approaches in a broad-based effort to be
informed, and to inform her audience, using current
research. Then I arrived at Chapter 1, page 14 and read “My
focus will be on biological approaches focused on proximate
rather than evolutionary accounts” and my heart plum-
meted: over two hundred pages to go and no evolutionary
theory—how is this going to make sense? The author starts
this paragraph by dismissing ultimate explanations by say-
ing, in reference to sociobiological and evolutionary psychol-
ogy perspectives, “In my view, the plausibility of those
evolutionary accounts depends on the outcome of the
research programs on more immediate causes of behavior,
especially behavioral genetics, but also the neurophysiology
of behavior” (p. 13). This and the following paragraphs clearly
show that this volume is not written by someone who thor-
oughly understands evolutionary theory or has any concept
of what will happen if you exclude an evolutionary approach
when looking at how different disciplines study and integrate
their findings on human aggression and sexuality.

In his essay “Nothing in Biology Makes Sense Except in
the Light of Evolution” in American Biology Teacher, Theo-
dosius Dobzhansky (1973) demonstrated how evolution is
the cornerstone that supports and unifies the many fields
of biology. In the essay he points out that, without evolu-
tionary theory, biological information “becomes a pile of
sundry facts some of them interesting or curious but mak-
ing no meaningful picture as a whole” (Dobzhansky, 1973:
129). And, from the biological anthropology perspective
that about sums up Studying Human Behavior. It is clearly
intended for a different audience other than one that reads
American Journal of Human Biology and, as I am a mem-
ber of this audience, I am clearly not the reader the author
intended and so I am not able to provide the type of review
or perspective that would come from, and be of use to, a

non-biologically trained audience. If, however, like me you
feel yourself obliged to read to the end, I suspect you will
also find yourself somewhat amazed at many of the discus-
sions and conclusions presented in this volume. For exam-
ple, in a chapter on integrated approaches the author,
referring to those working in the various fields as
“advocates,” states at the beginning of the chapter that
these advocates “all admit that biological and environmen-
tal factors interact to produce the behavioral outcomes
they investigate, none, with the limited exception of classi-
cal behavioral geneticists, either pursues an interactionist
program or considers how taking other factors into account
might affect their approach, methods, and conclusions” (p.
81). This is just one of many examples throughout this
book that, if you remove the overarching evolutionary per-
spective that functions to integrate biology, then there is no
integration and no overarching perspective.

The author goes on to similarly show that if you remove
evolution from the study of the ontogeny of behavior then
there is little clarity or sense, and if you remove the inter-
disciplinary nature of the evolutionary perspective, there is
little interdisciplinarity. In its place, the author proposes
mechanisms that she appears to fail to grasp are them-
selves evolutionary. For example, she refers to primate
studies and points out that, using secondary references,
studies found that forest-dwelling and savannah baboons
showed differences in aggressiveness, male dominance,
and hierarchy. The author determinedly excludes evolution
from ecology and, because different populations were in dif-
ferent ecological settings, she concludes that “the ecological
explanation offers a robust alternative to the genetic one
for differences of these populations” (p. 118). I could go on,
but actually, to be honest, at this point I gave up, threw up
my hands, and only skimmed the rest, but I did write some
rude words in the margins. This volume is not for me, but I
wish it well, wherever it belongs. It simply does not belong
here among the evolutionary biologists, except to teach us
that for us, without evolution, writing about human behav-
ior in this way does not make sense.
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Syndemic Suffering: Social Distress, Depression, and
Diabetes among Mexican Immigrant Women. By
Emily Mendenhall. 145 pp. Walnut Creek, CA: Left
Coast Press. 2012. $94.00 (cloth), $29.95 (paper or
e-book).

Syndemic Suffering employs a mixed methods approach
drawn from cultural anthropology, epidemiology, and
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human biology to define the ‘VIDDA Syndemic’ (Violence,
Immigration-related stress, Depression, Diabetes, Abuse).
Working among first and second generation Mexican immi-
grant women being treated for Type 2 diabetes at a “safety
net” clinic in Chicago, Mendenhall argues that diabetes
cannot be fully separated from the structural, interpersonal
and psychological factors that both lead to and flow from it.
Employing extensive life history interviews as a founda-
tion, she reaches back as far as women’s childhood experi-
ences to draw a narrative thread connecting structural,
symbolic, and everyday violence to co-morbid physical and
mental health disorders in adulthood. Distinctively, by col-
lecting and coding far more narratives than required for
typical qualitative analysis she is able to statistically evalu-
ate associations between key narrative elements, such as
abuse histories, and both psychometric and physiological
variables linked to depression and diabetes.

The book begins with an introductory chapter that pro-
vides background on Syndemics Theory, defines structural,
symbolic and everyday violence, and outlines the elements
of VIDDA. Following this, Chapter 1 describes the author’s
mixed methods approach in sufficient detail that it could
serve as a basic tutorial to students not already practiced
in collecting and coding life histories, and/or linking such
narratives to quantitative variables. Chapter 2 uses two
women’s life stories to illustrate how profound social dis-
ruptions and stressors become woven into their accounts of
the diabetes experience–stresses such as physical and sex-
ual abuse, social isolation, limited access to legal protec-
tions, and extreme poverty. Chapter 3 identifies nine major
forms of stress reported with high frequency–from inter-
personal abuse to work stress–and provides extensive
examples of each from women’s narratives. It also presents
evidence that these forms of stress are correlated, and
together paint a portrait of how macrostructural factors
create suffering within the everyday lives of women.

Chapter 4 returns squarely to the question of immigrant
health, and a commonly observed pattern wherein health
worsens over time among Latino/as with greater time spent
living in the United States. Mendenhall uses vignettes to
advance the argument that culture change may be less
important than political and economic factors that progres-
sively reinforce poverty, violence, and social isolation for

many low income immigrant women. Chapter 5 reviews the
biology of diabetes, and introduces several quantitative
markers of distress and poor physical and mental health to
suggest how adversity becomes symbolically and literally
embodied in women experiencing the VIDDA Syndemic.
The book closes with recommendations for medical treat-
ment and implications for Syndemics Theory.

Where the book is weaker from the vantage point of
human biology is in empirical tests of the biological theo-
ries and constructs introduced in Chapter 5. For instance,
allostatic load is used for conceptual framing to describe
how the cumulative burden of psychosocial stressors may
‘get under the skin,’ leading to the very high rates of obe-
sity, hypertension, and poor glycemic control that the bio-
markers suggest. However, because the biomarkers are
described strictly at an aggregate level, variance within
the sample is not considered; this is in contrast to associa-
tions among various severe stresses and depression,
which are formally modeled. However, Mendenhall is
explicit that her aim is not models that predict outcomes
but rather to describe how components of VIDDA act syn-
ergistically, and an aggregate, descriptive approach to the
biology suffices for that purpose.

The writing, while sophisticated, is accessible, and com-
plex concepts such as structural violence and syndemics
are described clearly enough for the non-specialist to
understand. In addition to its primary audience in critical
medical anthropology, this book will be of considerable
interest to graduate students, advanced undergraduate
students, health professionals, and scholars concerned
with how social forces influence immigrant health.
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