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Praise for The Human Swarm

“This fine work should have broad appeal to anyone curious about human societies, which is basically everyone.”

—Publishers Weekly, Starred Review

“Our times are filled with garage start-ups that become Silicon Valley behemoths overnight. Such scaling-up pales in comparison to humans going from hunter-gatherer bands to our globalized world in the blink of an evolutionary eye—and thus now, a stranger a continent away can be killed when we press a button operating a drone, or rescued when we press a button marked ‘Donate now.’ In The Human Swarm, Mark Moffett charts the science of this scaling up of human societies, and its unlikely evolutionary consequences. This highly readable book is ambitious in its interdisciplinary breadth, rigorous in its science, and deeply thought-provoking in its implications.”

—Robert Sapolsky, author of Behave

“A tour-de-force.”

—Donald Johanson, discoverer of the famous missing-link fossil 
“Lucy” and founder of the Institute of Human Origins

“The Human Swarm is a book by a biologist that should fascinate any thoughtful reader and deserves to be taken seriously by psychologists and social scientists alike.”

—Roy Baumeister, author of Willpower

“A truer statement hasn’t been uttered: ‘Our groupiness shapes human history.’ Moffett’s book is a wide-ranging, deeply interesting analysis of how large numbers of individual agents become a society. His travels in the world and through vast intellectual landscapes give him a unique view of why we are the way we are, both in our similarity to other living beings and our differences from them—our ability to include once alien groups into our own, for example. There is no other book I’ve read recently that made my neurons pop at the rate this book did.”

—Mahzarin Banaji, author of Blindspot

“This is a book of amazing ideas, many of them counterintuitive. Mark Moffett’s astounding stories of animal societies persuaded me that the future of human cities have been foretold by the ants. Read this manifesto if you like to have your mind changed.”

—Kevin Kelly, founder of Wired Magazine and author of The Inevitable

“In the past quarter century, there has emerged a genre of Big History that includes such epic books as Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel, Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature, and Yuval Noah Harari’s Sapiens. Mark Moffett’s The Human Swarm is destined to be included in future lists of such books that not only add to our understanding of who we are, how we got here, and where we’re going, but change our perspective of how we fit in the larger picture of life on Earth. A magisterial work of monumental importance.”

—Michael Shermer, publisher of Skeptic magazine 
and author of The Moral Arc

“Homo sapiens is a small-group social animal that physically seems to be limited to personal relationships with a few individuals. Nonetheless humanity is struggling to deal with societies of billions as human technologies now pose existential threats tied to those numbers. In The Human Swarm, Mark Moffett presents an intriguing overview of the biological roots and cultural evolution of this now-critical situation.”

—Paul R. Ehrlich, author of Human Natures

“The Human Swarm is surely the most accurate, most comprehensive, most original explanation of our social existence that we’re ever likely to see, one jaw-dropping revelation after another, most of them astonishing, all of them fascinating. It’s true without question, which seems obvious as you’re reading, and it’s very well written—a joy to read.”

—Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, author of The Harmless People
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I dedicate this book to three remarkable individuals.

Firstly, my mentor Edward O. Wilson, out of awe for his poetic spirit, his decades of building connections across the sciences, and his indefatigable support of so many careers,

my off-kilter one included;

To the late and great Irv DeVore, who fostered critical thinking across generations of anthropologists and put up with hours of conversation with this biologist;

And to Melissa Wells, my splendid wife and partner,

who believes in me.




 

 

 

And what, I said, will be the best limit for our rulers to fix when they are considering the size of the State and the amount of territory which they are to include, and beyond which they will not go?

What limit would you propose?

I would allow the State to increase so far as is consistent with unity; that, I think, is the proper limit.

Very good, he said.

—PLATO, The Republic


Contents

Praise for The Human Swarm

Also by Mark W. Moffett

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Introduction

SECTION I: AFFILIATION AND RECOGNITION

Chapter 1: What a Society Isn’t (and What It Is)

Chapter 2: What Vertebrates Get out of Being in a Society

Chapter 3: On the Move

Chapter 4: Individual Recognition

SECTION II: ANONYMOUS SOCIETIES

Chapter 5: Ants and Humans, Apples and Oranges

Chapter 6: The Ultimate Nationalists

Chapter 7: Anonymous Humans

SECTION III: HUNTER-GATHERERS UNTIL RECENT TIMES

Chapter 8: Band Societies

Chapter 9: The Nomadic Life

Chapter 10: Settling Down

SECTION IV: THE DEEP HISTORY OF HUMAN ANONYMOUS SOCIETIES

Chapter 11: Pant-Hoots and Passwords

SECTION V: FUNCTIONING (OR NOT) IN SOCIETIES

Chapter 12: Sensing Others

Chapter 13: Stereotypes and Stories

Chapter 14: The Great Chain

Chapter 15: Grand Unions

Chapter 16: Putting Kin in Their Place

SECTION VI: PEACE AND CONFLICT

Chapter 17: Is Conflict Necessary?

Chapter 18: Playing Well with Others

SECTION VII: THE LIFE AND DEATH OF SOCIETIES

Chapter 19: The Lifecycle of Societies

Chapter 20: The Dynamic “Us”

Chapter 21: Inventing Foreigners and the Death of Societies

SECTION VIII: TRIBES TO NATIONS

Chapter 22: Turning a Village into a Conquering Society

Chapter 23: Building and Breaking a Nation

SECTION IX: FROM CAPTIVE TO NEIGHBOR … TO GLOBAL CITIZEN?

Chapter 24: The Rise of Ethnicities

Chapter 25: Divided We Stand

Chapter 26: The Inevitability of Societies

Conclusion: Identities Shift and Societies Shatter

Acknowledgments

Notes

References

Index

About the Author

An Invitation from the Publisher


Introduction

For as long as human societies have existed, people have found themselves changed, the members of those societies transformed in their mind’s eye into exalted Human Beings. Yet as powerful as belonging to a society can be in raising the citizens’ collective self-image, it’s not their fellow members that they see most differently—the foreign undergo the more radical, at times dreadful, transformation. In each person’s mind, entire groups of outsiders can turn into something less than human, a kind of vermin, even.

That foreigners might be considered contemptible enough to crush underfoot, like insects, is the stuff of history. Think back to the year 1854, Washington Territory. Seattle, chief of the Suquamish Tribe and namesake of the newly founded city, had just heard Isaac Stevens, the territory’s recently appointed governor, speak before the tribal elders. Stevens had explained that the Suquamish were to be relocated to a reservation. Standing to respond, Seattle towered over the slight governor. Speaking in his native Duwamish, he bemoaned the abyss between their societies and recognized that the days of the Suquamish were numbered. Yet he was stoical about the news: “Tribe follows tribe, and nation follows nation, like the waves of the sea. It is the order of nature, and regret is useless.”1

As a field biologist I make a living thinking about the order of nature. I’ve spent years contemplating the concept we call “society” while exploring human tribes and nations. I find myself endlessly captivated by the phenomenon of foreignness: the way it turns what objectively are minor differences into gulfs between people that have ramifications reaching into every corner of life, from ecology to politics. The goal of The Human Swarm is to take in as much of this broad sweep as possible by investigating the nature of the societies of Homo sapiens as well as those of other animals. A principle thesis of the book is that, uncomfortable as it may sound, human societies and the societies of insects are more similar than we might like to believe.

For humans, any little thing can signal foreignness, as I have experienced many times. Mortified souls looked on in India when I picked up my food with the incorrect hand. In Iran I tried to nod yes when to the locals a nod meant no. Sitting on moss in the New Guinea highlands, I watched The Muppet Show with an entire village on an ancient television run off a car battery. Knowing I came from America, and that The Muppet Show was American, every man and woman looked at me quizzically when a pig, a species they revere, waltzed on the screen in a dress and high heels. I talked myself past machine guns during the Tamil ethnic uprising in Sri Lanka and sweated as wary Bolivian bureaucrats sorted out who this very strange person was and what I was doing—or should be allowed to do—in their country. At home I have seen my fellow Americans behave with equal discomfort, bewilderment, and, at times, anger toward outsiders. In a primordial reaction, both sides think how strange that person is despite their profound similarities as human beings with two arms, two legs, and a desire for love, home, and family.

In The Human Swarm I examine society membership as a particular component of our sense of self, which should be considered (as I do in the final chapters especially) in tandem with race and ethnicity—identifications that can exert the same primacy and emotional draw. The elevated significance of our societies—and ethnicities and races—compared with other aspects of our identity can seem preposterous. Nobel-winning economist and philosopher Amartya Sen, for one, struggles to make sense of why people collapse their identities into groups that override everything else. Using the deadly conflicts in Rwanda as a case in point, Sen rues the fact that “a Hutu laborer from [the capital city of] Kigali may be pressured to see himself only as a Hutu and incited to kill Tutsis, and yet he is not only a Hutu, but also a Kigalian, a Rwandan, an African, a laborer and a human being.”2 These and other sorts of breakdowns are one theme of the chapters ahead. When convictions about what a society stands for or who belongs come into conflict, suspicion mounts and bonding fails.

The word “tribalism” comes to mind, denoting people drawn together by anything from a love of car racing to the denial of global warming.3 The idea of tribe, used loosely in this way, is a common subject for bestseller lists. However, when we speak of the tribe of a New Guinea highlander, or of tribalism with respect to our own connections to a society, we have in mind how a lifelong sense of belonging elicits love and loyalty—yet also, expressed in relation to outsiders, how it can promote hatred, devastation, and despair.

Before we get to these subjects we will attend to the most basic of questions, namely: what is a society? As we shall see, there’s a major difference between being social—connecting positively with others—and the situation, far less common in nature, wherein a species supports the separate groups we call societies that endure over generations. Being part of a society is not open to choice; the individuals who count among its members are normally clear to all. Outsiders, with their foreignness unmistakable from their appearance and accents, gestures, and attitudes about everything from pigs to whether tipping is seen as an insult, are admitted with difficulty. And then, in many cases, they are fully embraced only after the passage of time—decades or centuries, even.

Aside from our families, our societies are the affiliations we most often pledge allegiance to, fight for, and die for.4 But in day-to-day life the primacy of societies is seldom obvious, forming only a portion of our sense of self and our recognition of how others are different. As part of our daily experience, we join up with political parties, book clubs, poker groups, teen cliques. Those of us on the same tour bus may even bond together, thinking more highly of our travel companions than those on other buses for a time, and as a result perhaps working fruitfully as a group through the problems of the day.5 A predisposition to join groups shapes us as individuals and has been a subject of extensive research. Meanwhile our society hums along, as easily overlooked as our heartbeat and breath. It comes to the fore, of course, in times of group hardship or pride. A war, terrorist attack, or the death of a leader can shape a generation. Yet even in uneventful times our society sets the tone of our days, influences our beliefs, and informs our experiences.

Pondering the sometimes insurmountable differences between societies—be they the swarming populations of continent-wide nations like the United States or local tribes in New Guinea—raises questions of utmost importance. Are societies, and the labeling of others as foreign, part of the “order of nature” and therefore unavoidable? Bound by a sense of superiority and vulnerable to the enmity of other groups, is each society doomed to flounder and fall as Seattle supposed, as a consequence of either skirmishes with other societies or a sense of alienation that percolates up among the members of the society itself?

The Human Swarm is my attempt to answer these questions. The argument moves from natural history to prehistory and the fickle course of civilizations—from the mud walls of Sumer to the electronic vastness of Facebook. Behavioral scientists tease apart human interactions in narrow contextual frames, for example by using games of strategy to illuminate how we treat each other. But I endeavor to take a broader approach. Understanding the origin, maintenance, and dissolution of societies—how necessary they are, how they come about, and why they matter—will take us through recent findings in biology, anthropology, and psychology, with some philosophy thrown in for good measure.

History plays into the narrative too, albeit more for the patterns it reveals than for its specifics. Each society has its own saga, yet I propose that there can be common underlying forces that both keep societies together and cause them to crash and burn. The fact is, whether through conquest, transmutation, assimilation, division, or death, all societies—animal or human, low-key hunter-gatherer or industrial powerhouse—reach an end. This impermanence is easily overlooked given their longevity is measured in human lifespans. Obsolescence is assured not by hostile neighbors or environmental ruin (though such factors have played a memorable role in the decline of some societies), nor by the fleeting lives of the people themselves, but rather by the transience of the identities the members present to each other and the world. Differences between people carry great weight, with changes slowly turning what was once the familiar into the foreign.

The human connection with societies has deep origins that extend into our animal past. However, the idea of describing societies in terms of membership, with its implications of ingroup and outgroup, which I adopt from psychology, is unconventional in biology. My colleagues routinely have an aversion, rarely mentioned explicitly, to talking about societies. As an example, even though the English vernacular offers words for the societies of many species (take, for instance, “troop” for monkeys and gorillas; “pack” for wolves and African wild, or painted, dogs; “clan” for spotted hyenas and meerkats; or “band” for horses), researchers often shun those terms and simply assign the term “group,” with a consequent loss in clarity and understanding. Imagine sitting through a lecture, as I once did, in which an ecologist spoke about a group of monkeys that “separated into two groups” and later “one of the groups clashed with yet another group.” It took feverish concentration to decipher those sentences: what he meant was that the members of a single monkey troop had headed in two directions, with half that troop coming upon and vigorously defending themselves against another troop. While a troop is undeniably a group, it is a group of a very special sort, being set off from all other monkeys by a closed and stable membership that makes it not just worth fighting over, but worthy of being labeled by a term of its own.

Once a group—a pack, clan, troop, pride, and so on—forges this sort of singular identity that extends beyond the workaday ties of parents rearing offspring, being part of that society can offer a lot. What characteristics do we share with those animals? How do we differ—and more importantly, does it matter?

While animal models are helpful in illuminating the value of societies, they are insufficient to explain how humans got to where we are today. As natural as our great nations seem to most of the world’s population, they are not necessary. Before the flowering of civilizations (by which I mean societies with cities and monumental architecture), we humans ranged across the habitable surface of Earth in societies as well, though far smaller ones: in tribes reliant on simple gardens and domesticated animals, or as hunter-gatherers taking every meal from the wild. Those societies were the nations of the day. The forebears of every living person were once affiliated with them, going back eons to a time when humans were all hunter-gatherers. Indeed, many of the peoples of New Guinea, Borneo, South American rainforests, sub-Saharan Africa, and other parts of the world retain their primary connections to the few hundred or thousand individuals in a tribe that carries on for the most part independently of their national government.

To characterize the earliest societies we can draw on evidence from hunter-gatherers of recent centuries and the archaeological record. The vast countries that now cause hearts to swell with pride would have been unfathomable to our hunter-gatherer ancestors. We will explore what made this transformation possible, leading to societies that continue to discriminate against outsiders even though they have become so numerous that most members are unknown to each other. The casual anonymity that characterizes contemporary human societies may seem unremarkable, but it is a big deal. The seemingly trivial act of entering a café full of strangers without a care in the world is one of our species’ most underappreciated accomplishments, and it separates humankind from most other vertebrates with societies. The fact that the animals of those species must be able to recognize each individual in their society is a constraint most scientists have overlooked, but it explains why no lions or prairie dogs will ever erect cross-continental kingdoms. Being comfortable around unfamiliar members of our society gave humans advantages from the get-go and made nations possible.

The united multitudes that compose modern human societies are unique in the chronicle of life for species larger than a fingernail. However, my training has been with creatures smaller than that: the social insects, exemplified (from a personal bias) by the ants. The idea behind this book entered my head when I encountered a battlefield kilometers long in a town near San Diego, where two supercolonies of the Argentine ant, each billions strong, defended their turfs. These Lilliputians initially led me, back in 2007, to the question of how a vast number of individuals, ant or human, can truly be a society. This book will address how, much like humans, ants respond to each other in such a way that their societies can be anonymous: we—and they—have no need to be familiar with one another as individuals to keep our societies distinct. This ability opened up the possibility for humans to transcend the size limitations of most other mammal societies, as was first seen in hunter-gatherer societies that grew into the many hundreds and in the end paved the way to history’s grand republics.

How are anonymous societies realized? Our ant-like approach to identifying each other depends on shared characteristics that mark individuals as fellow members. But these markers—which in ants are simple chemicals and in humans can range from clothing to gestures and language—are insufficient to completely explain what holds civilizations together. The conditions favorable to expanding human societies, compared to those of small-brained ants, have been stringent and fragile. People draw from other epoch-tested skills in their mental toolset to make life tolerable in response to growing numbers of fellow members. The enhancement of differences between individuals by way of jobs and other distinctions (our groupiness) is part of the package. Perhaps more surprisingly, the emergence of inequalities, which I shall discuss especially as manifested in the rise of leaders, is likewise important to building a society’s population. We take such phenomena for granted, but they varied remarkably among hunter-gatherers, some of whom lived in roving societies of equals.

The coexistence of various races and ethnicities within a society has largely come about since agriculture, an extension of the willingness, previously mentioned, to accept distinctions between individuals, including the authority of others. Such a union of formerly independent groups was unheard of among hunter-gatherer bands, and indeed is found in no other species. Nations would not have taken hold without people repurposing their cognitive survival tools to take in, and adjust to, different ethnic groups. This allowance for diversity comes with stressors that can ultimately strengthen a society, but may also tear it apart. So while the success of the melting pot is good news, only so much melting goes on, with the issue of we-ness at the root of riots, ethnic cleansings, and holocausts.

Throughout, my aim is to intrigue you with mysteries, some of consequence, others odd but enlightening. For a preview, elephants of the African savannas have societies while Asian elephants lack them. We will tackle the curious issue of why, given that humans are so closely related to two other species of ape, the chimpanzee and the bonobo, ants should do all manner of “human” things like build roads, create traffic rules, have public hygiene workers, and work on assembly lines while those apes don’t. We will consider whether a primal-sounding scream called the pant-hoot could have been our remote ancestors’ first small step toward patriotic flag waving, and in a sense the foundation of our continent-wide kingdoms. How can I, a foreigner, manage to look past human differences and carry on in other societies when most animals, ants decidedly among them, are unable to do so? Or, a question for the history buff: might the outcome of the US Civil War have been influenced by the fact that most Southerners of the time still thought of themselves as American?

George Bernard Shaw wrote, “Patriotism is, fundamentally, a conviction that a particular country is the best in the world because you were born in it.”6 So what does it mean if an inherent component of the human condition is to hold tight to a society, idolizing it while so often slighting, distrusting, demeaning, or even hating foreigners? That fact is a wonder of our species, and one of my reasons for writing this book. While we have gone from small societies to vast ones, we have retained an uncanny awareness of who fits in and who doesn’t. Yes, we build friendships with foreigners, yet they remain foreign. For good or bad, the distinctions remain—along with equally pronounced and often disruptive distinctions mounting within the societies themselves, for reasons I hope to make clear. How we approach the similarities and differences determines the nature and future of societies.

THE JOURNEY AHEAD

Our inquiries will lead us down not one long road but along many interconnected paths. From time to time we will circle back to look at subjects like biology and psychology from new angles. Our course won’t always be chronological as we draw not just from human history but from our own evolution in order to come to grips with what we do and how we think. Given what can seem like a journey that meanders through multiple and varied disembarkation points, a preview of what lies ahead is in order.

I have divided the book into nine sections. Section I, entitled “Affiliation and Recognition,” takes in the wide range of vertebrate societies. Its opening chapter considers the role of cooperation in societies, which I endeavor to show is less essential than the matter of identity; societies consist of a distinct set of members in a rich tapestry of relationships, not all of which are harmonious. Chapter 2 covers other vertebrate species, especially the mammals, to illuminate how societies, despite whatever imperfections in the system of partnership that exists within them, benefit the members by providing for their needs and protecting them. The third chapter probes into how the movements of animals within and between societies are important to the success of the various groups. One versatile pattern of activity, fission-fusion, creates a dynamic that helps explain the evolution of intelligence in certain species, humans most obviously among them, and the subject will come up repeatedly in this book. Chapter 4 investigates how much the members of most mammal societies must know about each other for their societies to stay together. Here, I reveal a limiting factor in the societies of many species: all their members are obliged to know each other as individuals, whether they like each other or not, restricting the societies to, at most, a few dozen individuals. This sets up a puzzle about how the human species broke free of such a constraint.

The second section, “Anonymous Societies,” addresses a group of organisms that readily crash through this population limit: social insects. One of my objectives is to break down any aversions you, the reader, may have about likening insects to “higher species,” especially humans, by making clear the value of these comparisons. Chapter 5 reports on how social complexity generally climbs with an increase in the size of insect societies with features like infrastructure and division of labor becoming more complex, a trend paralleled in humans. Chapter 6 looks at how most social insects, and a few vertebrates such as the sperm whale, demonstrate affiliation with a society by using something that marks their identity: chemistry (a scent) in ants, and a sound in whales. These simple techniques are not constrained by the limitations of memory, and thus permit the societies of certain species to reach immense sizes, in a few cases without an upper bound. The chapter after that, “Anonymous Humans,” spells out how humans employ the same approach: our species is attuned to markers that reflect what each society finds acceptable, including behaviors so subtle they may only be noticed subliminally. By this means people can connect with strangers in what I call an anonymous society, thereby breaking the glass ceiling in the size societies can achieve.

The three chapters included in Section III, “Hunter-Gatherers Until Recent Times,” ask what the societies of our species were like before the advent of agriculture. I cover people who existed as hunter-gatherers up to recent times, ranging from those who lived nomadically in small, spread-out groups, called bands, and others who settled down for much or all of the year. Although the nomads have gotten most of the attention and are treated as the gold standard for our ancestral condition, a readily defensible conclusion is that both options have been within the reach of human beings likely going back to the origins of our species. We can also conclude that hunter-gatherers were not archaic people living an archaic mode of existence. Their people must be recognized as essentially no different from us: humans, as it were, “in the present tense.” Despite traces of ongoing, even rapid human evolution in the past 10,000 years, the human brain clearly hasn’t been restructured in any fundamental way since the appearance of the first Homo sapiens .7 This implies that notwithstanding any human adjustments to modern life, we can look to the lifestyles of hunter-gatherers in recorded history and consider the nature of early human societies as the bedrock that underlies our own.

What concerns us most are the extraordinary differences between the nomadic hunter-gatherers—equality-minded jacks-of-all-trades, who solved issues by discussion—and settled hunter-gatherers, whose societies often became open to leaders, division of labor, and disparities in wealth. The former social structure points to a psychological versatility we still possess, even if most people today behave more like settled hunter-gatherers. Two conclusions of Section III are that hunter-gatherers had distinct societies and that those societies were distinguished, just as societies are now, by markers of identity.

What that means is that at some point in the distant past, our ancestors must have taken the crucial but heretofore overlooked evolutionary step of making use of badges of membership that would, in time, permit our societies to grow large. For clues about how this happened, Section IV, with one chapter, transports us into the past and also scrutinizes the behavior of modern chimps and bonobos. I put forward the hypothesis that a simple shift in how the apes use one of their vocalizations, the pant-hoot, could make that sound essential for identifying each other as society members. Such a transformation, or something like it, could have easily occurred in our distant ancestors. Ever more markers would have been added to this initial “password,” many of them connected to our bodies, transforming them into flesh-and-blood bulletin boards for displaying human identity.

Having looked at how markers of identity originated, we are in a position to explore the psychology underlying those markers and society membership. The five chapters of Section V, “Functioning (or Not) in Societies,” review a fascinating range of recent findings about the human mind. Most of the research has focused on ethnicity and race, but should apply to societies as well. Among the topics are the following: how people see others as possessing an underlying essence that make societies (and ethnicities and races) so fundamental that they think of these groups as if they were separate biological species; how infants learn to recognize such groups; the role stereotypes play in streamlining our interactions with others, and how those stereotypes can become tied to prejudices; and how the prejudices are expressed automatically, and unavoidably, often leading us to perceive an outsider more as a member of his or her ethnicity or society than as a unique individual.

Our psychological assessments of others are many and varied, including our penchant for ranking outsiders as “below” our own people or in some cases as subhuman altogether. The fourth chapter of Section V elucidates how we apply these assessments of others to societies as a whole. People believe that the members of foreign groups (and their own people as well) can act as a united entity, with emotional responses and goals of its own. The final chapter steps back to draw from what we have discovered about the psychology of societies and the underlying biology to pose more sweeping questions about how family life fits in the picture—whether, for example, societies can be understood as a kind of extended family.

Section VI, entitled “Peace and Conflict,” takes on the issue of the relationships among societies. In its first chapter I document the evidence from nature, which shows that while animal societies need not be in conflict, peace between them is relatively rare, present in just a few species and supported by situations of minimal competition. The second chapter then highlights hunter-gatherers to examine how not merely peace but active collaborations between societies became options for our species.

Section VII, “The Life and Death of Societies,” examines how societies come together and fall apart. Before writing about people, I survey the animal kingdom, concluding that all societies go through some sort of lifecycle. Although, as we shall see, other mechanisms for starting new societies exist, the pivotal event in most species is the division of an existing society. The evidence from chimpanzees and bonobos, bolstered by data on other primates, is that a division is preceded by the emergence, over months or years, of factions in the society, which increases discord and ultimately causes a split. The same formation of factions, usually over the passage of centuries, takes place with humans also, except for a key difference: the primary pressure that severed human factions was when the original uniting markers keeping a society together were no longer shared, leading people to see themselves as incompatible. This section lays plain how people’s perceptions of their own identities change over time in a way that could not be stopped in prehistory, mainly the result of poor communication across hunter-gatherer bands. For this reason, hunter-gatherer societies split apart when they were tiny by today’s standards.

The expansion of societies into states (nations) was made possible by the social changes I lay out in section VIII, “Tribes to Nations.” Some hunter-gatherer settlements and tribal villages with simple agriculture took the first tentative steps in this direction as leaders extended their power to take control of neighboring societies. I begin by describing how tribes were organized into multiple villages, each of which acted independently much of the time. What leaders these loosely connected villages had were not very proficient at sustaining social unity and curtailing social breakdowns, in part because they lacked the means of keeping their people on the same page with regards to identifying with the society—things such as roadways and ships that connected people with what their compatriots were doing elsewhere. Growth also required societies to expand their dominion over the territories of their neighbors. This didn’t occur peacefully: across the animal kingdom I find little evidence of societies freely merging. Human societies came to conquer each other, thereby bringing outsiders into their fold. Occasional transfers of membership take place in other species too, but in humans such exchange was taken to a new level with the advent of slavery, and finally, the subjugation of entire groups.

Now that we understand the forces that can cause small societies to scale up to large ones, including the nations of today, the final chapter of Section VIII evaluates how these societies tend to meet their end. What’s typical of societies put together by conquest isn’t division between factions, as we saw earlier for hunter-gatherers, nor utter collapse, though it can happen, but rather a fracturing that almost always occurs roughly along the ancient territorial lines of the peoples that have come to make up the society. Large societies may be no more durable than small ones, fragmenting on average once every few centuries.

The final section carries us along the circuitous route that led to the rise of ethnicities and races and the at times muddy waters of current national identities. To become an interlocking whole, a conquering society had to make the shift from controlling what had been independent groups to accepting them as members. This requires an adjustment in people’s identities, in which ethnic minority groups adjust to the majority people—the dominant group that most often founded the society and controls not only its identity, but also most of the resources and power. This assimilation would be accomplished only to a degree, for this reason: ethnicities and races—as demonstrated earlier in the book for individual persons and for societies as well—will be most comfortable together if they share some commonalities and yet differ enough to feel distinct. Status differences emerge among the various minorities too, and may change over the course of generations—though the majority almost always stays firmly in control. Bringing the minorities into the fold as society members entails allowing them to intermix with the majority people, a geographical integration of populations that not all past societies have permitted.

The second chapter of Section IX tackles how modern societies have made the friendlier incorporation of large numbers of outsiders possible through immigration. Such movements have seldom occurred easily, and, as in the past, have assigned lower power and status to the immigrants, who may face the least resistance when they take on social roles that minimize competition with other members while giving them a sense of value and esteem. The identity immigrants had once treasured in their ethnic homeland is often recast into broader racial groups. The shift in perception may initially be pushed on the newcomers, but they can accept the changes because of the advantages of having a more extensive base of social support in the adopted society. The chapter closes by describing how criteria for citizenship have come to deviate from the psychology of how people register who has a rightful place in a society. The latter is heavily influenced by people’s attitudes about how important a society should be in providing for different individuals or groups versus protecting themselves—attitudes relating to patriotism and nationalism, respectively. Variation among the members in these points of view may well be required for a healthy society, even though it also compounds the social conflicts that make headlines today. Given these stresses, a final chapter, “The Inevitability of Societies,” raises the issue of whether societies are necessary.

In making what inferences I can in this book, I admit up front that a unified field of study of societies is a distant dream. All too often, academic disciplines foster a habitual concentration on certain modes of thought and a disdain for the unfamiliar by dividing the intellectual world into mutually alien societies known as biology, philosophy, sociology, anthropology, and history, thus leaving much room in the nooks and crannies between for debate. For instance, “modernist” scholars of history view nations as a purely recent phenomenon. My contention will be that the national pedigree has ancient roots. Some anthropologists and sociologists go a step further and see societies as entirely optional, with people forming such unions when it serves their interests. My goal is to show that membership in a society is as essential for our well-being as finding a mate or loving a child. I will frustrate some in my own discipline of biology, too. I have listened to biologists adamantly oppose the idea that societies ought to be examined as groups of distinct identity and membership when their study species don’t quite match with this criterion—a passionate reaction that more than anything makes plain the cachet of the word “society.”

Disputes among the specialists aside, readers of every political persuasion will find both good and bad news in the current science. Whatever your social views, I urge you to consider insights from fields beyond your usual interests to become aware of how your own, often subliminal, biases and those of people around you—writ large, across multitudes—might affect both the actions of your country and your daily conduct with others.


SECTION I

Affiliation and Recognition


CHAPTER 1

What a Society Isn’t (and What It Is)

Seen from the top of the stairs in the main concourse of New York’s Grand Central Terminal, swarms of people whirl and eddy under the famous four-faced clock. The staccato clatter of shoes on Tennessee marble and the clamor of voices, swelling and subsiding like an ocean in a seashell, reverberate across the cavernous acoustical marvel. The vaulted ceiling, depicting 2,500 stars frozen in place along their regimented paths one October New York night, makes a perfect counterpoint to the tumult of humanity below.

The sheer number and diversity of people rushing past each other, or clustered here and there in conversation, make this scene a microcosm for human society in its entirety: not a society as a voluntary association of people, but a society as an enduring group, the kind that occupies a territory and inspires patriotism. When we think of such societies, we may think of the United States, ancient Egypt, the Aztecs, the Hopi Indians—groups that are central to human existence and are the cornerstones of our collective history.

What are the characteristics of a population that make it a society? Whether you have in mind Canada, the ancient Han dynasty, an Amazon tribe, or even a lion pride, a society is a discrete group of individuals amounting to more than a simple family—more than one or both parents with a single brood of helpless offspring—whose shared identity sets them apart from other such groups and is sustained continuously across the generations. Indeed it may eventually come to produce other such societies, as when the United States split off from Great Britain or one lion pride becomes two. Most importantly, the membership of a society changes rarely and arduously; such a group is closed, or “bounded.” Though its constituents can vary in the intensity of the passion they attach to their national consciousness, most prize it well above any other sort of membership—their ties to those nuclear families aside. This significance is conveyed among humans by commitments to struggle, even die, for the sake of the society, should the situation demand it.1

Some social scientists see societies primarily as constructs of political convenience, an arrangement that emerged in recent centuries. One scholar with such a view, the late historian and political scientist Benedict Anderson, conceived of nations as “imagined communities,” since their populations are too numerous to allow for members to meet face to face.2 Indeed, I concur with his basic idea. By serving to distinguish us, those who belong, from them, the outsiders, shared imaginings are all we need to create societies that are true and tidy entities. Anderson also proposed that these made-up identities are artificial products of modernity and mass media, and this is where he and I diverge. Our shared imaginings bind people with a mental force no less valid and real than the physical force that binds atoms to molecules, turning them both into concrete realities. This has been the case for all time. In fact, the concept of imagined communities holds true not just for modern societies, but for all the societies of our ancestors, likely from their remote, prehuman origins. Hunter-gatherer societies, held together by a sense of common identity, did not depend on their members establishing one-to-one relationships—or knowing each other at all, as we shall examine; among the other animals, too, societies are represented firmly in the minds of their members, and in that regard are also imagined. This is not to diminish the societies of human beings. Societies are rooted in nature and yet have come to flower in elaborate and meaningful ways that obviously are peculiar to our species, a subject this book will pursue.

I think the point of view I lay out captures what most people have in mind when we speak of a “society.” Of course, any word must encompass some variation, and no animal society is equivalent to a human society just as no two human societies are equivalent. I offer this to those concerned about where to draw a line: The utility of a definition is best shown by how much we learn from anomalous situations where the word doesn’t quite work. Pushed sufficiently hard, any definition outside those for mathematical terms and other abstractions will break down. Show me a car and I may show you a pile of junk that once functioned as a car (and maybe in a mechanic’s mind still is one). Show someone a star, and an astronomer points to a mass of convergent superheated dust. The hallmark of a good definition is not just that it tidily delimits a set of x’s, but that it also breaks down when things get conceptually intriguing about x.3 Hence countries exist that strain my view of a society as a discrete group with a shared identity in ways that are informative. Iran, for example, counts many ethnic Kurds among its citizens despite the government suppressing their identity as a group, while at the same time those Kurds conceive of themselves as a separate nation and claim rights to their own territory. Situations where groups such as the Kurds have identities that clash with the society throw light on the factors that can serve, over time, to further empower and expand societies or rend them and start new societies.4 Conflicts over identity can arise in other animal societies, too.

Many experts in my field of biology, and anthropologists also, present a different definition of a society, describing it not in terms of identity but rather as a group organized in a cooperative fashion.5 Though sociologists recognize collaboration as vital to a society’s success, it has become rare in that field to equate a society with a system of cooperation.6 Still, thinking of a society this way comes easy, and for obvious reasons: we humans have evolved such that cooperation is central to our survival. Humans out-cooperate other animals, having sharpened our skills of communicating our own intentions and deducing those of others in the pursuit of shared goals.7

WHAT HOLDS US TOGETHER

In considering cooperation, as contrasted to social identity, as an essential feature of societies and a basis for distinguishing one society from another, one place to start is with a hypothesis developed by anthropologists to explain the origin of intelligence. It postulates that as our brains have gotten bigger, our social relationships have likewise grown, each driving the greater size and complexity of the other.8 Oxford anthropologist Robin Dunbar has described a correlation between the size of a species’ brain—to be precise, the volume of its neocortex—and the number of social relationships individuals of that species can sustain, on average. Our close relation the chimpanzee, per Dunbar’s data, manages about 50 coalition partners or allies: call these 50, with whom an individual cooperates most generously, its friends.9

By Dunbar’s calculation, when it comes to humans, the average Joe can sustain about 150 close relationships, his specific bosom buddies changing over time as friends are made or lost. Dunbar characterizes this figure as “the number of people you would not feel embarrassed about joining uninvited for a drink if you happened to bump into them in a bar.”10 This has become known as Dunbar’s number.

The “social brain hypothesis” leaves plenty of room for argument. For one thing, it’s reductive: no doubt you find advantages to having lots of gray matter besides keeping track of the Toms, Dicks, and Janes you meet—finding food, making tools, and other skills also
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