The (Real) Secret of NIMH
"You must go to the rats .... The rats on Mr. Fitzgibbon's
farm have-things-ways-you know nothing about.
They are not ike the rest of us. They are not, I think, even
like most other rats. They work at night in secret."
-Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH
By WRAY HERBERT
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rats with a much more difficult cooperative task, Calhoun says. Each universe was
designed with one dark side and one light
ide, and because rats are nocturnal animals th dominant rats tend to take over
the dark ide, leaving the submissive rats
to th less d sirable light side. In effect
two "clans" were formed. In order to operate the mechanized door of the food hopper in the second experiment, two animals
of the same clan had to be present. The
rats were b ing r quired in essence to
re ognize their clan membership and to
oop rate with ea h other and with memb rs of the other clan in order to survive.
Although thi proved very difficult and
produ ed ome stress among the experim ntal rats at fir t Calhoun ays , they did
ultimately 1 arn what was required and restored the o i ty to pea e. In order to a compli h this , ach rat had to I arn its soial relation hip with ev ry other rat-a
remarkabl intell tual accomplishment.
Two g neration of both exp rimental
and ontrol group - controls were not
given th opportunity to learn coop ration - w re obs rved (by movie camera)
very one and one-half minute for 1,500
h ur . Alth ugh the data analy is is far
fr m ompl t , Calhoun ays there are
I ar and signifi ant differ nc s between
th cul tur d rat and th controls. Int ad of adopting the new o ial roles
n
s ary for survival in their densely
p pulat d universe , the controls on their
ow n d velop d ways of manipulating the
nvironment - blocking major passageway with pap r, for example-in order to
i olat them elves and reduce social int ra tion . Ev ntually the controls began to
di ff and had to be repla ed.
In contrast, the experimental rats be-

came quite creative in their behaviors.
Fighting (as measur d by the number of
wounds) was significantly lower among
the experimental rat , Calhoun ay because dominant and submis iv rats had
to learn to work together. M mbers of the
two differ nt Ian , on the other hand ,
learned to tay out of each oth r 's way
und r other circumstance and thu to
mod rate ocial on tact in a complex and
overpopulated universe.
The data on reproduction and child
rearing are som what onfusing, Calhoun
says. Learning ooperation - through the
feeding and drinking tasks e m to
reset the nervous system in ways that affect the initiation and duration of motor
behaviors. One re ult of this reprogramming is that moth r wh.o normally go
into a kind of postpartum tran e that
keeps th min their n st, wander off early
and fail to bond with their pups; then , in a
very mechaniz d fashion , they kill th
newborn . The result is that they have onl
about on -fifth as many offspring a controls , but curiously this reverses itself with
time . Be ause the experimental rats are
"more relaxed more altruisti and more
compassionate," alhoun says, they are
better child rearers. There is I s cannibali m among th experim ntal rats,
and the pups grow much faster, so that in
th long run the mortality rat for th
young is much higher in the control group.
The most dramatic vidence of the rat '
newly acquired "culture," Calhoun say ,
emerged quite accidentally. When the rats
were learning to collaborate in th initial
drinking task, a rat operating the fountain
alone would push the lever without r suits; the rat's effort would caus a b II to
ring, however, and the animals gradually

learn d to r spond to th bell by offering
a i tanc .
they progressed, the time
b tween th fir t bell ring and another
rat' off r of assi tan e grew horter and
shorter until it be ame almo t instantaneous . Wh n the xp rimental univer e was
infiltrat d by an uncultivated rat from
another cag , the coop rative rats ontinued to r pond to what they thought
was hi all for a istan e-ev n though
the outsider kept atta king and wounding
the rat wh n v r they approached . ome
of the xp rimental rats responded o oft n, and wer wounded o oft n that they
di d. " ormally a trang r would b atta k d," Calhoun say . "l say that is extrem altruism. Th y w r willing to help a
tranger who k pt w unding them until
they died. That' a high a valu a any that
humans have d v loped .'
Although alhoun oncedes that the
rat behavior in thi xp rim nt ha been
programm d , h argue that their accomplishments ar no I
dramatic because
th y ar l arn d . "Human behavior i condition d , too ,' h says . " Once pro grammed, w hav c rt in value and we
behave a ordingly. I e no diff ren e between their progra ming and ours."
If th rat hav
n condition d to r pond to ab II , that - Calhoun in i ts-is
what onsci nee i . Human heroism and
elf- a rifi , he ay , ar also re pon e
to su ha b II , and would probably appear
quite inexpli able to omeone ob erving
human from afar. ·'My definition of culture i a variation on the gold n rul e. You
1 arn that if you don't help out, ultimately
you'r going to uffer. We've taught th
rat things they would have difficulty
learning without teacher . That's what cultur is all about."
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