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Introduction: 
An Unnatural History of Humanity

As an anthropologist, I am used to people looking at me as if I am odd, or stupid, or both.

I was on a tropical island in the Pacific Ocean that would become my home for two years. This was my first time carrying out fieldwork and I was following people around as they laid out offerings to their ancestors in the cemetery temple. As a PhD student at the University of Cambridge in faraway England, I had come to immerse myself for two years in one of the least studied indigenous cultures of Papua New Guinea. And here was a tribe, deep in the rainforest, whose language had never been written down, whose village had no electricity or running water, and whom few people outside the region had even heard of. I dutifully set out to participate in daily life, to interview people as they went about their activities, and to record everything in notebooks.

The temple itself looked like any other house in the village, made from materials gathered in the surrounding forest using axes and bush knives and with a roof made of grass; however, it fulfilled a very distinctive religious function. As an eager and earnest student, I felt obliged to investigate this idea of feeding the ancestors from every possible angle. Could ancestors pass directly through solid objects, like the plaited bamboo walls of the temple? Did they physically swallow the food offerings left for them? Would the ancestors be pleased by the offerings laid out for them?

With each question, my friends’ faces displayed ever-greater bemusement. Within the first few months of fieldwork, people had come to expect my incessant and naïve stream of questions. On the whole, they were remarkably indulgent, showing seemingly boundless patience in sorting out my misunderstandings. However, this latest line of enquiry took things to new levels of absurdity. Of course the ancestors could pass through the walls. Of course they didn’t physically swallow the food, which would be ridiculous. And of course they would be pleased by the offerings; why else would we be making them?

This final answer captured my interest more than the others. ‘Aha!’ I blurted out. ‘So, the ancestors have thoughts even though they don’t have bodies?’ My informants blinked at me in surprise. Of course the ancestors have minds, they said. And perhaps, they were polite enough not to say, we have made a mistake in inviting this idiot to participate in our most sacred rituals.

During my anthropological training, I was encouraged to set aside everything I thought I knew and to approach the process of observation in the field as open-mindedly as possible, without preconceptions and assumptions drawn from my own cultural background (the sin of ‘ethnocentrism’). But the truth was, even as I asked my questions about the ancestors, I knew what the answers were going to be. Why? Because my hosts were correct: these were the obvious answers. In fact, they would be obvious to anyone, anywhere. You could ask the same question about the dead in virtually any human society on the planet and you would find people ready to say more or less the same thing. Everyone is familiar with the idea that spirits are incorporeal and yet still have minds that allow them to emote, to remember, and to understand what we are saying. Equally common is the idea that our minds and bodies are separable, and that our spirits live on after we die. Think of the ghosts in English country houses. Or the spirits in Afro-Brazilian possession cults. Or the ancestors in China.

Such ideas are universal because they are rooted in human nature, resurfacing with each new generation.1 These naturally occurring beliefs are among the most distinctive characteristics of our species. Judging by the observable behaviours of chimpanzees, bonobos, and gorillas, our closest primate relatives do not conjure up a world in which spirits of the dead demand to be fed, placated, or petitioned for assistance. And yet in human societies, such ideas proliferate like wildfire. While the specific features of these beliefs are expressed in endlessly different ways in different cultural groups, their basic components crop up time and again through our history.

In other words, the things we transmit from one generation to the next – our cultural traditions – have taken some remarkably diverse forms. But all are ultimately rooted in our evolved psychology. This combination of our culturally evolved traditions and biologically evolved intuitions constitutes our collective inheritance as a species, passed down to us by countless generations of our ancestors. This is a book about that inheritance and the dangers of squandering it. And it is a book about how we might invest our inheritance more wisely in the future.

Human nature and our unnatural history

The most basic building blocks of our common inheritance are three natural biases that have been repeatedly observed in all human societies. The first is conformism: the fact that we avidly copy others, sponging up the rituals and other customs of the groups we are raised in, including laying out food offerings in special buildings if that’s what people around us happen to be doing. The second is religiosity: that we are naturally inclined to acquire and spread ideas about gods, spirits, and ancestors. The third is tribalism: our oftentimes passionate loyalty to groups, whether that means laying on lavish feasts or risking life and limb on the battlefield. These three biases are crucial to understanding how and why the history of the world has unfolded in the way it has.

But while I argue these beliefs have natural foundations, this book is not a work of crudely reductionist evolutionary psychology, arguing that human behaviour is somehow genetically determined. It is a book about how our natural biases have been harnessed and extended by thousands of years of cultural evolution, enabling us to overcome the limitations of nature so that we can cooperate in increasingly large-scale societies. Cultural evolution has augmented and extended our natural predispositions and susceptibilities. Together, these two evolutionary processes – biological and cultural – have produced the cumulative wealth of human knowledge and technology that define the modern world.

The process of harnessing our natural dispositions and overcoming their limitations happened in different ways at different times and places. But there are also striking patterns lurking beneath the diversity. To grasp the deep structure of the process, it helps to think of the inhabited world as a giant garden. The wondrous variety of plants in it are like all the diverse patterns of culture found throughout the world. Many of the grasses and bushes grow wild. We can think of these as cultural practices rooted in our natural biases to conform, to believe, and to belong. Wild plants sprout everywhere, despite all efforts to weed them out or at least bring them under control in the name of science, religious orthodoxy, or some other source of authority.

Nevertheless, there are also plant species in the garden that have been deliberately planted – trees bearing exotic fruits, whose thorny defences against predators have been tamed through selective breeding. This is where our natural dispositions and susceptibilities have been harnessed and extended – cultivated, in other words – to produce a great diversity of cultural systems. Such trees represent the first state formations and organized religions in world history in which autocratic rulers first emerged and humans were often killed to please and placate the gods. Although some species of these fruit trees have long since been felled, they were once widespread across many regions of the garden. And, because their stumps remain scattered around, they are still a haunting presence in the garden thousands of years later.

And finally, there are cloned trees planted in neat rows across the length and breadth of the garden. These are the highly unnatural social systems that define our lives today, the product of thousands of years of cultivation. Some of these trees are surrounded by wild plants, as well as diverse varieties of domesticated vegetables and fruit trees – just as in many parts of the world, folk religions and ancestor cults continue to flourish alongside the most tightly policed doctrinal religions. But in some portions of the garden, all sense of wilderness has been lost. These sections are given over to regimented plantations of conifers, just as highly secular systems of governance and education have crowded out most of the wilder varieties of religiosity. Life in this garden, just as in actual landmasses of the earth, is continually changing over time, as seeds are carried around on the wind and the gardeners adopt ever-changing horticultural strategies.

Now imagine translating the layout of this garden into something resembling the geographical distribution of cultural systems around the world, as they became established and spread. The Middle East, northwest India and Pakistan, and Qinghai Province in China resemble parts of our garden in which all forms of life flourished in the sequence I have described: first came relatively undomesticated beliefs and habits arising from our natural intuitions, next came the first complex forms of social organization and religion, and finally there arose the highly cultivated forms of the modern world. In other regions – including North and South America – some of these features were imported, arriving with, for example, European colonization. But even in places where the full range of plant life first emerged and spread, the earlier ones often continue to persist today – wild plants and cultivars all growing together. For example, ancestor worship remains widely practised across much of East Asia and it is still possible to describe certain leaders as somewhat divinized (e.g., the King of Thailand or the Pope). Once the model for these older forms of religious organization had become established, they seldom completely disappeared from the cultural repertoire. Often, they temporarily faded only to return through revolutions, reformations, insurgencies, and other seemingly cyclical processes of upheaval.

Understanding this interplay of human nature and culture is vital to addressing the problems facing us in the world today. If we are bad gardeners – ignoring the accumulated knowledge of horticulturalists in the past – then we may end up degrading the soil and running out of food both literally and metaphorically. The key to our survival does not only lie in planting more of the seeds we want to grow. It also lies in recognizing the natural limitations of the garden and choosing to work around them rather than against them.

If this approach sounds uncontroversial, in the world of academia it is anything but. Unfortunately, it is a basic dogma for most social scientists that one can and should study social and cultural systems without considering human nature. On the face of it, this is a strange position to adopt. Unless swayed by some form of religious fundamentalism, most educated people today would acknowledge that our brains evolved under natural selection, along with other features of our biological makeup. And yet so many social scientists are quite content to assume that we are blank slates when it comes to the creation and spread of cultural beliefs and practices.2 This involves ignoring or dismissing much of the evidence from the cognitive and behavioural sciences.3 To confuse things further, crude forms of socio-biology have become popularly associated with right-wing attitudes, while blank-slate thinking is associated with more left-leaning or liberal attitudes – although it could just as easily have been the other way around.4

But why would anyone want to cede all discussion of ‘human nature’ to the most reactionary and simplistic commentators? And why would anyone want to adhere to a set of doctrines denying or marginalizing the role of human nature in culture and history in the first place? As this book will show, nature and culture – whether we like it or not – are intimately entwined in all aspects of our lives.5 In the chapters that follow, I will describe many diverse ways in which culture is shaped and constrained by ideas that come naturally. Our natural insights are often quite basic in their origin: for example, all primates develop intuitions early in life about the nature of solid objects – we have some form of ‘intuitive physics’.6 However, only humans make the imaginative next step of postulating beings who defy their intuitive expectations of the physical world – witches, ghosts, ancestors, and other beings capable of passing through solid walls and floating up into the sky.

Natural intuitions feed into our social systems in strange and unexpected ways. To take just one example, our intuitions about supernatural beings are also associated with intuitions about social dominance in ways that are consistent across cultures. My colleagues and I have shown in lab experiments that when babies observe an agent capable of floating around like a ghost or a flying witch, they expect the levitator to win out in a confrontation with a rival who lacks such powers.7 To put it more pithily, we naturally look up to supernatural beings. This could help to explain not only why stories about superheroes – from Santa to Superman – are so popular with children but also why magical beings and their earthly embodiments are so often venerated in human societies. Human cultures have built on these ideas over the course of history to produce ever more elaborately cultivated visions of the supernatural as ungraspably transcendent – ideas that are in some cases so far removed from our natural intuitions that they require a great deal of learning and expertise to pass on from one generation to the next, from the Holy Trinity to the Noble Truths of Buddhism.

All this is why I consider this book not so much a work of ‘natural history’ as of ‘unnatural history’. Certainly, the biological evolution of human psychology under natural selection is an important part of our inheritance – what makes us who we are today. But the modern world is also a product of processes of cultural evolution – the survival of innovations that spread successfully and the winnowing out of the rest. Human nature has shaped and constrained our unnatural history, but it has not determined it. If we want to understand how the garden of human societies became larger and more complex, we need to understand both our natural intuitions and our cultivated societal norms and institutions. This is not a case of nature versus culture, but of understanding how the effects of nature and culture work together.

When I first started making this argument more than thirty years ago, it was a dangerous thing to do. Anthropologists were supposed to study culture in a kind of hermetically sealed bubble, inaccessible to science. Attempting to explain how culture was shaped and constrained by our evolved psychology was condemned using words like ‘reductionist’ or ‘scientistic’ – as if reductive reasoning and scientific method were sins. If I was cheeky enough as a student to suggest otherwise, I would typically be rebuked with the phrase: ‘That is not anthropology.’ Taken as merely an observation about the state of the discipline, it was true. But it was also a veiled threat of exclusion from the tribe. For someone not yet in a tenured academic post, it seemed like a choice between professional suicide or exile.

Soon, however, I realized there was another way out. By the time I returned from the rainforests of Papua New Guinea, I had learned the knack of living safely within a community without necessarily adopting its belief system as my own. Just as I had learned to do with my friends in the rainforest, I began to wonder whether I could become a participant observer at my university: quietly watching the ways of my fellow academics, all the while developing a distinctly new way of thinking about human behaviour.

A new science of the social

At its heart, this new way of thinking was about bridging the silos of academia. Social scientists – just like any other human groups – are quite tribal. By the time I was in my early thirties and well established as a university lecturer, I had grown accustomed to the subtly different insignia that political scientists, sociologists, archaeologists, and so on, bore to indicate the different tribes of which they were members – and how closely they stuck to them. Every year, at exam time, I would have to take students’ exam scores to the different departments on campus. I would find myself confronted in one room with colleagues resembling hippies (mostly sociologists), in another with people in pinstriped suits and skirts (lawyers), in yet another with academics bedecked in body piercings (ethnomusicologists), and in the last with baggy corduroys and leather elbow patches (historians). Not only did they form into tribes with distinctive identities, but each tribe kept itself to itself – except to bark out lists of student marks at each other during exam periods.

The differences I had noticed between groups of colleagues were tell-tale symptoms of the silo problem – that is, the tendency of specialized groups to become isolated from each other. The reason this is a problem is not because people end up dressing differently, but because it impedes the sharing of theories, methods, and findings that would benefit all concerned. The more time I spent talking with experimental psychologists, for example, the more I realized their research questions could be informed by anthropology and the more their methods could be used to address anthropological problems.

Consider an enigma that I spent large portions of my early career grappling with. During the two years I was doing fieldwork in Papua New Guinea, I frequently observed people placing money in special cups in order to be absolved of sin. Those same people donated a large proportion of the money raised in this way to charitable causes. I wanted to know if rituals of confession somehow caused such remarkable acts of generosity. Rituals in which people confess their sins and receive forgiveness are found in a wide range of cultural traditions, including of course the Catholic Church. Do such rituals make us more generous towards those in need, enabling communities living in poverty to survive? The trouble was, we could not tell if that was the case simply by observing people going about their lives or asking them why they do what they do. Observation is not enough. After all, people who confess their sins also do many other things that could just as plausibly explain why they give money to good causes. Maybe they do so to curry favour with God. Maybe they are acting out of feelings of empathy towards those who are suffering. Maybe it has to do with signalling commitment. Even if they are happy to talk about their motivations, it is impossible to know whether this is a realistic account of what makes them do what they do. This is why we need to run experiments.

As soon as I had figured out how to get research funding, I started hiring postdocs trained in the methods of experimental psychology to answer these kinds of anthropological questions. Using one of my first grants, I employed a postdoc called Ryan McKay (who later worked his way up to full professor at the University of London). In one of our earliest studies together, he recruited a sample of Catholics and asked them to recall a sin they had committed in the past and the process of confessing it – and provided them with the opportunity to donate money to the church. But whereas half the sample thought about confessing and being absolved before being asked to reach into their pockets, the other half only thought about it after the donation task. What we found was that people who had just been thinking about confession were more generous than those who had not.8 This experiment, partly inspired by the confessing rituals I had studied in Papua New Guinea, offers a simple example of how experimental methods can address the thorniest of questions about why people act the way they do. It illustrates why we need to combine fly-on-the-wall ethnography with controlled experiments if we are to get at the deeper underlying causes of human behaviour.

In the years that followed, my colleagues and I would use this approach time and again: drawing upon ethnographic observations to inspire experiments aimed at explaining the diversity of human social and cultural systems. In the course of this book, I will be describing experiments my colleagues and I have carried out in populations as diverse as football fans in Brazil, revolutionary insurgents in Libya, farmers in Cameroon, religious fundamentalists in Indonesia, martial arts groups in Japan, and chiefdoms in Vanuatu – all the while hopping between academic silos to source the methods needed to answer our questions from different angles.

Long after I had started to use experimental methods to answer the big questions I was interested in, I began to realize that qualitative observations based on field research had another useful application. True, they could help us to generate promising hypotheses that we could then test in experiments, generating new data as a result. But field observations were also data of scientific interest in their own right. To use such data to explain things required some method of comparison. Consider those confession rituals. You couldn’t claim that these rituals made followers more charitable based on a single example. But you could reasonably establish support for such a claim if it were possible to show that a very large sample of groups with rituals of confession were more generous than a large sample of otherwise similar groups that lacked this type of ritual. This insight inspired the work of another of my first postdocs, Quentin Atkinson (who also went on to become a full professor, in his case at the University of Auckland). Atkinson and I built a large database of ethnographic observations relating to rituals – over 600 of them from scores of different cultures – which could then be used to test a variety of theories about the causes and consequences of ritual in human societies.9 The results of this work profoundly shaped the direction of our later research on the power of ritual.10

I soon realized that what applies to ethnographic observations also applies to historical records. The conventional way to write a history book is to describe events or features of life in the past in as much detail as possible, based largely on surviving texts and other artefacts. This can provide a rich picture of things that happened long ago and what they meant at the time. However, just like descriptions of things we can observe qualitatively in the world today, it cannot actually explain scientifically the patterns we observe in human history. To do so requires a more quantitative approach. My colleagues and I realized that if only we had enough instances of when various institutions and inventions occurred in different parts of the world, we could establish what preceded what. And based on the logic that causes precede effects we could start to build up a much more detailed picture of the drivers of various changes in human societies over the course of world history. Enter the world of big data and the statistical analysis of past civilizations.

Quantifying history and prehistory – just like combining ethnography and experimental methods – may be regarded as somewhat deviant, a breach of the usual norms of social science and humanities disciplines. Even for those historians and archaeologists who are happy to work within a broad church, there is something discomforting – even distasteful – about distilling features of the past into thousands of little data points. Like ethnographers, historians deal in richly detailed texts, surrounded by walls of footnotes. These texts easily run into volumes of highly descriptive accounts of past events and the social and cultural contexts in which they occurred. But my colleagues and I set out to organize what is known about the past in a very different way by building a massive list of features of social organization, agriculture, technology, warfare, religion, ritual, and so on. And for each item on the list, we have sought to establish whether or not it was present in a large sample of the societies that existed over thousands of years of world history. With the help of scores of historians, classicists, archaeologists, and anthropologists, we have ended up with a vast database of information on the human past that can be analysed statistically – enabling us to identify the factors that helped to drive the rise of ever more complex social systems from the first farming societies to the largest-scale states and empires of the modern world. As we will see, this is a process that has produced some rather shocking discoveries.

As the ambition of this project grew, it came to incorporate an ever-greater array of methods, disciplines, and approaches. The ideas in this book have taken four decades to develop and have led me into long-lasting collaborations with evolutionary theorists, data scientists, and statisticians, while also sucking me deeper into the worlds of historians, archaeologists, ethnographers, and psychologists. It also led me to establish the Institute for Cognition and Culture at Queen’s University Belfast and the Centre for the Study of Social Cohesion at the University of Oxford. Along the way, I have led field research in regions as diverse as Asia, Africa, South America, and Australasia, as well as my original stomping ground of Melanesia. I have become deeply involved in work at the world’s most important archaeological sites, brain-scanning facilities, and child psychology labs, and been invited into the heart of some of the world’s most embittered conflicts and extremist groups. In all of this, I have been trying to carve out a more encompassing approach from the most established shibboleths of these disciplines: a transdisciplinary science of the social.11 It is this new, scientifically grounded study of our collective past, present, and future that led me to write this book.

The three biases

In the pages that follow, I will introduce the evolved biases that have, over thousands of years, been extended by our forebears and helped to forge the peculiar world we now inhabit. First, I explore the most essential – and idiosyncratic – feature of human nature: our tendency to copy one another even when the purpose of the behaviour is obscure. This compulsion to imitate, I will show, enabled humanity to store the discoveries of earlier generations, allowing cultural traditions and knowledge to accumulate over time. I refer to this aspect of human nature as conformism.

Conformism has always been a mixed blessing. It explains many of our most astonishing cooperative accomplishments and also some of the most appalling atrocities committed by our species. For better or worse, however, a sharp increase in the frequency of ritualized acts of conformism played a key role in the rise of the first large-scale societies. It enabled shared regional cultures to coalesce and new forms of political unification to take shape. It also enabled us to become more future-minded than ever before.

Unfortunately, cohesion and future-mindedness are declining in many regions of the world today with the spread of polarizing politics and unsustainable forms of overconsumption. However, I will show that the same conformist instincts that led us down this path to destruction can also lift us out of it.

The second major bias considered in this book – religiosity – is no less significant to the history of humanity. Religion is not a merely optional addition to the cultural repertoire, as many atheists assume. Still less was it given to us by God, as many adherents to organized religions insist. Rather, I will argue that it is an inescapable by-product of the way our brains evolved. Over the millennia, religion has played a key role in enabling new forms of leadership, facilitating ever more complex social systems. This process took humanity through forms of ancestor worship, systems of inherited authority, divine kingship, and eventually led to the great moralizing religions that have spread to much of the world we live in today.

But as the grip of organized religions is loosening, new forms of religiosity are taking over, largely below the radar. The advertising industry, social media, and news conglomerates are harnessing our natural religious intuitions in ever more creative ways, for example by using such techniques as brand anthropomorphism and behaviour modification. In this manner, small elites are increasingly profiting from our credulity on a scale far greater than any of the organized religions of history. Worse, the costs of this are often borne by those least able to pay. Here again, however, I will show that there are means by which we can take control of the very same features of human nature that global capitalism exploits so corrosively and use them to achieve more consensual outcomes, for example by reforming social media platforms and news outlets. Since intuitive forms of religiosity come naturally to us, we cannot eliminate this aspect of human nature, but we can at least manage and harness it so that it benefits human flourishing and limits its more irrational and destructive manifestations.

Finally, we will turn to the third bias: tribalism. I will argue that while tribalism has produced some of the cruellest acts in history, it has also motivated many peaceful and creative forms of cooperation. And I will explore what we have learned about the psychological roots of group bonding and its effects on our behaviour, for good or ill. Based on this psychological research we will see how our tribalism has been harnessed and extended over the course of history. Some of our findings on this topic have been unsettling. For example, it turns out that one of the most powerful factors driving the rise and spread of civilizations in world history is warfare.

At the same time, these once-helpful tribal urges now pose an existential threat to our species. Warfare can no longer benefit the winners as it has done in the past because military technologies have become far more destructive than ever before. However, I will also argue that the solution to many of our modern-day problems may be more tribalism, rather than less. I will show how the most harmful ways in which our tribal instincts are currently being deployed could be turned to our collective advantage in a host of practical ways, at the level not only of local communities, states, and international diplomacy but through the development of new forms of global tribal identity.

In short, the very same features of human nature that are bringing us down could in theory also be harnessed to reform our economies, conserve our planet’s resources, expand our cooperative capacities, and manage conflict more effectively – in other words, to create a new basis on which human civilization can realistically flourish. This is why each part of the book rotates through the three biases – conformism, religiosity, tribalism – in different contexts, but the same order. By circling three times through the three biases that have made us who we are today, we can see both the timelessness of certain features of human behaviour – and the potential we now have to plot a new course.

Humanity may yet destroy the planet via a diversity of methods, including climate breakdown, famine, disease, and nuclear holocaust. Our ability to stave off apocalyptic outcomes will depend on whether we can harness our evolved psychology in wise and consensual ways: wise in that they are grounded in science; consensual in that they are predicated on shared moral concerns, collective interests, and wide consultation.

Yet if we are able to do so, the future of the world could be better than currently seems possible. And that is why the message of this book is ultimately a hopeful one. Recent breakthroughs in the scientific study of human nature and the evolution of our societies and cultural systems can be applied to all the most pressing problems facing the world today. The purpose of this book is not only to chart the dangers but, much more importantly, to sketch out a road map for peaceful cooperation and sustainable prosperity. The challenge will be to make the best use of our natural and cultural inheritance, rather than to squander it.




Part One



NATURE EVOLVED




1.

Copycat Culture

At first, the four-year-old girl seemed hesitant. But after seeing the lady’s smile of approval, she forgot about her shyness and reached out for the object with evident curiosity. This girl was just one of scores of participants in an experiment at the University of Texas at Austin, which my colleagues and I had set up to explore how and why young children copy behaviour, even when it has no obvious purpose. Laid out on a table in the child psychology lab were a variety of brightly coloured objects. There was an orange sphere, a blue cube, a purple chess piece, a multicoloured peg board, and – most intriguingly of all – a silver painted box.

In our experiment, children were first shown this odd assortment of objects being used in a short video. In the video, each of the objects was set out neatly in a line on a desk, behind which sat a young woman. The woman lifted each object in turn and performed an action sequence in which it was twirled around or tapped on one or other of the other objects, sometimes repeatedly, before being placed carefully back on the spot where it had originally been positioned. After all the objects had been handled and replaced, the video ended, and the objects were pushed back in front of the child. The big question was what the girl would do next. Would she continue playing with the objects? Would she lose interest and ask if we had any better toys to play with? Would she want to leave? In fact, she did none of those things. Like most of the other children in this experiment, she did something much more puzzling. She imitated the apparently pointless behaviour she had just observed in the video.1

Buried in this behaviour lies a crucial clue to why humans have customs, rituals, and fashions of all kinds. At some point in childhood, we inevitably come to accept that in our particular community, you greet people by shaking hands or pressing your lips to another person’s cheeks, or you have to get your hair cut and decorate your body with special objects, lotions, and clothing, you eat your food a certain way, and so on and so forth. This all soon becomes so obvious that we never question any of it. But for each of us, there was once a point in our lives when we first observed with puzzled fascination that people around us were grasping each other’s hands or hanging sparkly objects around their necks. Although we all eventually come to realize that our own bodily adornments and modes of greeting are peculiar and people in other communities behave differently, very few of us ask the obvious question: why do we do this kind of thing at all?

The Austin experiment was our first attempt to answer that question. In the preceding years, psychologists had begun to explore the science of imitation. But many were focusing on a strangely narrow answer. They argued that young children copy seemingly opaque behaviours because they trust older and wiser individuals not to teach them useless habits. That is, even though the weird behaviours of adults might look pointless, we assume that one day we will finally realize what they were for and be glad we took the time to learn them. If that never happens, then presumably we end up forgetting why we copied the behaviour in question, and it is eventually perpetuated simply as a habit or custom.

But as an anthropologist, I had a different idea. Having spent much of my life studying diverse rituals in human societies, I realized that much of the behaviour we copy from other people in our community is never expected to be of any material use at all. Its value lies in what it tells us and others about the groups to which we belong. At a university on the other side of the Atlantic from Oxford, I found a team of psychologists led by Cristine Legare who shared this hunch and were willing to work with me to put it to the test.

Our experiment with that little girl was designed to examine why, from an early age, humans copy behaviour that has no apparent purpose. We wanted to see what happened in two subtly different experimental conditions. Fifty-seven children aged four to five took part in the study. Roughly half of them observed the objects ending up where they started (no ‘end goal’). For the other half, instead of all the objects ending up exactly where they began, one of the objects was ultimately placed in the silver box (a very salient end goal, for most children). When we were designing this study, we already knew in advance that preschoolers find boxes intriguing and they love to put things into them and take things out. Experience has shown that young children are even more strongly motivated to do this if the box is bright and shiny, like the one in our experiment. And we made an intriguing discovery. Children copied more accurately and introduced fewer innovations and deviations when they watched the video in which the objects ended up where they started – the one without any apparent end goal whatsoever.

If the purpose of imitating behaviour was to learn a technically useful skill, as many psychologists were assuming, then we would have expected modelled behaviour with an obvious outcome – placing an object into a box – to merit more fastidious copying than seemingly pointless behaviour that leads nowhere, ending up exactly where we began. After all, technically useful skills tend to have some noticeable, material impact on the world. In fact, as we shall see, this prediction would be quite reasonable for any other species than our own.

But from an early age, humans do the very opposite. They stick more closely to the script when the behaviour they are copying has no material outcome. Why? Because, I argue, humans are a ritual animal.2 We are naturally predisposed to sponge up the behaviour of others even when it has no obvious purpose. Humans everywhere engage in seemingly unnecessary behaviours that are unique to their own cultural groups. For example, every human group described by anthropologists or historians has some distinctive set of rules for how to mark major transitions in life (such as birth, marriage, and death), how to celebrate communal achievements, how to memorialize significant events in the past, or how to exert a magical influence over nature. Some of these rules are enacted in solitude, some in families, some in local communities, and some in massive gatherings of thousands of people and more.

And yet if we stopped doing all those rituals tomorrow, babies would still be born, people would still fall in love and move in together, and all of us would one day die. So, why bother with all the rituals? What is it about humans that makes us imitate seemingly pointless behaviours and to sponge up the customs of the communities in which we are raised? Our research suggests that it stems from the motivation to conform – to establish ourselves safely and securely in the heart of the group by copying those around us.

The ritual animal

Since there is no limit to the ways in which locally distinct customs can evolve, human cultures are breathtakingly diverse. In 2017, I was invited by the BBC to serve as chief consultant on the world’s first television series devoted to the topic of human rituals and, together, we embarked on the task of creating a documentary series that would span the behavioural diversity of our species around the planet.3 In one episode, a young woman, Bhumi, was seated on a stage before a large audience on the outskirts of a Rajasthani town in northern India. Her flowing white robes contrasted with her dark, luxuriant hair. The crowd watched with a mixture of empathic fascination, horror, and admiration as each hair on her head was painfully torn out by hand until she was completely bald.4 Bhumi had decided to give up worldly desires in pursuit of an ascetic existence as a Jain nun. Having her hair torn out was an act of self-sacrifice as she willingly forsook her youthful beauty as an expression of commitment to something of seemingly much greater value.

A moment’s reflection tells us that this was not simply an instrumental action of removing unwanted hair from Bhumi’s head or causing her to suffer. For a start, why the very specific rules for this act of self-sacrifice? There are seemingly countless ways in which beauty can be defaced and pain inflicted. But even an uninformed observer would appreciate that this is a distinctive local custom carried out in this particular way by those wishing to become nuns within this particular ascetic tradition. One of the cues to this particularity of the rules is the fact that Bhumi is not alone on the stage but is one of many young women attired and seated in precisely the same way and being subjected to precisely the same treatment.

Bhumi’s ordeal was only one of many portrayed in the Extraordinary Rituals television series. The documentaries covered a great diversity of challenging rituals from around the world, including bareback horse-racing in Siena, body-piercing in Malaysia, New Age pilgrimages to Nevada, courtship rituals in China, dancing with corpses in Indonesia, Kayapo birthing rites in Brazil, and many more. We may easily recognize the social significance of all these rituals as creating new life, acting out violent conflict for the pleasure of the crowd, giving vent to inter-community rivalries, match-making and marriage, disposing of the dead, welcoming new members of the group, and so on. These are of course universal human experiences. But the ways in which we manage those experiences have given rise to a wondrous variety of ritual forms. Part of the reason why our BBC television series was so compelling to many viewers was that most of the rituals featured would have been new to them and therefore somewhat ‘extraordinary’, as the title of the series suggested. But, at the same time, the basic psychology underlying all these rituals is much the same everywhere.

At the heart of that psychology is the assumption that the rules for conducting rituals are not constrained by normal principles of cause and effect. I describe this kind of behaviour as irremediably ‘causally opaque’: there is no known (or even knowable) causal link between the action and some intended outcome. Think for a moment about the seemingly simple act of locking a door. If you accomplish this by turning a key, you may assume that, somehow, the shape of that key is distinctively designed to engage with the barrel of the lock so that this key, and only keys cut in exactly the same way, will cause the bolt to be driven into the doorframe to prevent the door from opening. Exactly what it is about the shape of this key that makes it work, while other keys do not, may be unclear. That is, you might not have a fully specifiable overview of how the particular barrel of your lock relates to the shape of the teeth on your key. Nevertheless, you assume that a locksmith or somebody who knows how to pick locks would understand those details. This type of assumption is the hallmark of what I call ‘instrumental’ reasoning. It means that whether or not the causal role of an action is transparent, we take it for granted that somebody, somewhere could explain it in full. As such, any puzzling elements are potentially resolvable.

In the case of ritual actions, however, this assumption goes out the window.5 If we imagine that the turning of a key causes a door to become unlocked and openable – but only in a way that is impossible for anybody anywhere to explain in causal terms – then it becomes a magical ritual. The causal link between the action (key turning) and its supposed outcome (unlocking the door) is irresolvable – that is, nobody could explain the mechanics of why the turning of the key is necessary for the door to be opened. In such a case, we would have to describe the door-unlocking procedure as magic. Note that the behaviour of turning a key is identical whether you think that the teeth engage the barrel of the lock in an explicable fashion, or you think that simply turning the key magically causes the lock to open. The important thing is how we make sense of the process.

Not all rituals are magical. Some rituals do not have any specifiable outcome that is accomplished by magic. Think of the Catholic practice of self-crossing, for example. Worshippers do this when they enter church but in most cases they could not say why. They just do it because, well, everyone does it. It’s what you do. Whereas unlocking the door to the church is necessary to gain access, nobody thinks the same logic applies to self-crossing. And yet if you were entering a locked church, you would do the motions with the key in the door and also the motions with the self-crossing with equal regularity and predictability. Exactly how turning the key opens the door may be hidden in the mechanisms of the lock but you assume that the puzzle of its inner workings could be resolved. The opacity of self-crossing, however, is irresolvable. Whenever actions are assumed to have an unknowable causal rationale in this way, we know we are thinking ritualistically.

Ritual is all in the mind

One of the consequences of this is rather disconcerting. It means that there actually isn’t any such thing as a ritual objectively ‘out there’ in the world, in the sense of a distinctive type of action that can be called by that name. The concept of a ritual is purely in your own mind – in the assumptions you make about whether or not the action is guided by a knowable causal process. If you assume, however implicitly, that an action is irremediably opaque, then – for you at least – it is a ritual. For somebody else, the same action might not be.

To convey this point concretely, it helps to tell the story of Sylvia’s recipe, which psychologists sometimes use to illustrate how humans imitate each other without necessarily understanding why.6 Sylvia enjoyed cooking and one of her favourite recipes involved roasting a joint using a method learned at her mother’s knee. When Sylvia was a child, her mother would always cut off the ends of the joint before placing it in the oven. One day, when Sylvia was a grown woman, her mother came to stay and during this visit Sylvia prepared a joint for the oven in the time-honoured fashion. Her mother remarked upon this in surprise. It turned out that the reason Sylvia’s mother had cut off the ends of the joint all those years ago was because in those days the family only had a rather small baking dish. The reason for the behaviour had been purely instrumental.

It is possible that even as a child Sylvia guessed that there was some perfectly practical explanation of that kind, even if it wasn’t obvious. In this case, she would have been adopting what I call the ‘instrumental stance’: assuming that there is some practical end goal to which the behaviour is leading. But it is also possible that Sylvia simply assumed that cutting off the ends of the joint was a convention that had no knowable rationale. If so, she would have been adopting what I call a ‘ritual stance’ – by assuming that the behaviour in question does not follow any understandable logic of cause and effect. If that is how we are viewing a behaviour and somebody pops our bubble by pointing out the original rationale of the behaviour, then it would immediately cease to be a ritual and become just another technical action.

Now, something rather remarkable happens when you adopt a ritual stance. It means that the behaviour in question – because it is assumed to be arbitrary – could mean potentially anything you like, or anything you happen to be told by someone you trust. For example, in a hunter-gatherer culture, cutting off the ends of the joint might mean that you intend to release the spirit of the animal back into the wild so that it will enter the body of another species of prey that the family will later be able to hunt successfully. In another culture, cutting off the ends of the meat may be something that people from Sylvia’s mother’s ethnic group have ‘always’ done – it’s part of their tradition and what marks them off from other ethnic groups from the same region.

All these ideas about what makes something seem to us like a ritual behaviour may sound quite complicated. But actually we apply these principles all the time, without even noticing. In fact, that’s partly why the story about Sylvia immediately makes sense. We intuitively know the difference between a purely instrumental explanation (cut the ends of the meat so it fits in the pan) versus a purely ritual one (cut off the ends as an expression of your cultural identity). Viewed in these terms, it becomes clear why we live in a world of rituals – and are endlessly adopting the ‘ritual stance’ in making sense of the behaviours we witness.

Sometimes it isn’t obvious whether to interpret something as a ritual or not. Consider drawing the curtains. If asked, most people would probably say that drawing the curtains in their living rooms is a purely instrumental behaviour – for example, city dwellers do it after dark to provide privacy from the prying eyes of passers-by. Or we might say we want to shield the television screen from the glaring reflection of sunlight during a crucial football match. But often we just draw the curtains because it’s a daily habit, rather than because we want to accomplish some specific goal. For this reason, if a family from a different cultural group moved in next door and failed to draw their curtains at night or kept them closed all through the day, their neighbours might readily attribute this to differing cultural norms regarding the use of curtains and the social signals this can convey. Or imagine if someone were to tie the curtains together instead of sweeping them apart and using curtain ties – then we would become abruptly aware of a breach of the norms of window-dressing. But in the absence of some jarring departure from the usual script, when a behaviour as routine as ‘drawing the curtains’ is part of the fabric of everyday life, we are less likely to notice how ritualistic it has become for us.

Spotting rituals, then, is really about catching ourselves and others in the act of adopting a ritual stance: noticing when we have ceased to apply the standard logic of cause and effect to our actions. And yet one of the effects of growing up in a community is that we naturally acquire lots of ritual behaviours without being aware of it. I remember visiting a greasy spoon café in New York for the first time and wondering what a ‘hash brown’ was. The waitress looked at me as if I were deranged, rather than merely English, and replied: ‘Hash browns is hash browns.’ They are what they are. But this is only true if you grew up with hash browns. In much the same way, our ritualistic nature often escapes our attention, hiding in open view.

This is one reason why anthropologists often choose to study cultures that are remote from the ones they were raised in.7 To spot the rituals we are looking for, we need to seek out groups with conventions that are new to us so that the phenomenon we are interested in stands out more starkly, demanding an explanation. This is difficult to do vicariously, by reading books or watching television documentaries. A more effective way of discovering the common underlying features of ritual is to travel to many different cultures and observe behaviour on the hoof, by participating in the lives of local people as one learns about an initially unfamiliar cultural system. Anthropologists often do this by immersing themselves for long periods in a cultural group. In the rainforest of Papua New Guinea, where my anthropological career began, encountering unfamiliar customs made me very conscious of the distinction between ritual and instrumental stances. But by the same token, coming home from long periods of fieldwork also brings the rituals of one’s own community into sharp relief.

After two years living in a New Guinea community deep in the rainforest, I had to return to England and participate once again in the now seemingly surreal dining habits of Cambridge colleges and family Christmases. Why did the process of eating at high table need to be preceded by standing solemnly to listen to a formulaic ‘grace’ uttered in a language few of us could speak, praising a Father, Son, and Holy Spirit who were not physically present? Why place gifts under a special tree and wrap them in coloured paper? Why should one shake hands with an uncle but kiss an aunt?

I had become a professional ritual ‘spotter’. Just as some naturalists go in search of birds and butterflies,8 I found myself hunting for evidence of the ritual stance behind human behaviour everywhere. But in the same way that many ornithologists and lepidopterists eventually become interested in unravelling the evolutionary origins of the traits they are studying, some ritual spotters, like me, have become preoccupied with explaining how ritualistic behaviour evolved in the first place.

The fact that humans routinely engage in ritualistic behaviour presents an evolutionary puzzle. Many species are quite good at learning from observation how to copy behaviours that produce desirable results.9 Some birds (e.g. certain species of crow) are astonishingly good at it, being able to memorize the exact behavioural sequences required to retrieve a food reward.10 But even our closest primate relatives wouldn’t waste their time copying behaviours that have no obvious practical outcome.11 Humans, however, do it all the time. Psychologists refer to this as ‘overimitation’: the copying of behaviour that doesn’t contribute to an end goal.12

The origins of overimitation

Many studies of overimitation use puzzle boxes – see-through contraptions containing a desirable object that can only be obtained by performing certain procedures in sequence, such as unlocking or opening a series of obstructions in order to retrieve an object.13 These boxes can be used to see which sorts of behaviour children copy, and which they don’t. Studies of overimitation usually involve a single adult going through a complicated procedure before opening the puzzle box – including weird gestures (such as hand-waving) and obviously superfluous actions (such as tapping the box with a feather) – before giving the same task to the child. After observing the model performing these sorts of actions, children will typically copy the useless bits as well as the instrumentally sensible ones. Even more bizarrely, it doesn’t seem to make any difference if the experimenter explicitly points out that the model will be performing some ‘silly’ behaviours that have no relevance to opening the box and explicitly advises the children not to bother copying those bits. The children still copy the unnecessary actions regardless.14

What explains this tendency to overimitate? A possible evolutionary explanation is that it allowed our ancestors to pass on useful discoveries efficiently, based on trust rather than exclusively on shared reasoning and evidence. This would have been quite a revolutionary adaptation. Consider, for example, the opportunities this opened up for the discovery of various methods of healing. Many plants have medicinal properties but figuring out which ones have which health-giving benefits is laborious and slow. Individual learning based on trial and error can only get you so far. But if you could trust experts to show you which ones work best, then you could save a lot of time. Most importantly, this would provide a way in which the accumulated discoveries of many previous generations could be passed on without having to start from scratch each time. What works for medical expertise also works for many other domains of cultural learning – from the production of increasingly specialized tools to the construction of dwellings or the tracking of animals. For these skill sets to grow and get passed down through the generations, humans needed to be able to learn new skills on trust.

But how do you know whom to trust? When it comes to learning instrumentally useful techniques, a good strategy is to preferentially copy people who are more competent and skilful. That usually means people who are older, wiser, more experienced, have better track records, are relied upon by others, seem confident, get results, and so on. These are the qualities we might associate with prestigious individuals, and so the propensity to preferentially copy their behaviour is usually described as ‘prestige bias’.15 From an evolutionary perspective, much of the overimitation observed by psychologists using puzzle boxes and child participants is motivated by the desire to learn something useful from a prestigious expert – typically an adult – who can be trusted not to teach us things that are harmful or pointless. And intriguingly, this trust seems to be invested more in deeds than words. When the prestigious individual tells us not to copy the silly bits, we seem unable to help ourselves and slavishly copy those bits anyway. This would suggest that the bias to overimitate runs deep in our psychology and isn’t something we can override using language and explicit reasoning. Some psychologists refer to it as a kind of learning algorithm along the lines of ‘copy all, correct later’.16 That is, when learning at the knee of an established expert, it makes sense to do whatever they do, as a basic starting point, and only gradually winnow out the superfluous behaviours when we are sure that they have no useful contribution to make.

A slightly more nuanced version of this algorithm would be to copy all actions that look deliberate (whether silly or not) but not to bother copying obviously superfluous behaviours that are unlikely to be intended to help us learn something useful (e.g., nose-scratching or heavy breathing). There is some experimental evidence that even babes in arms are sensitive to this distinction. In one study, for example, fourteen-month-old infants are shown a video in which a demonstrator turns on a light switch on the table using her head instead of her hands. Infants are assigned to one of two conditions – that is, they are split into two groups, each experiencing a different version of the demonstration. In one condition, the demonstrator is wrapped in a blanket swaddled around her arms, thus making the use of her hands very difficult. In the other condition, the demonstrator’s hands are free. When infants observe the demonstrator in the hands-free condition, they are more likely to copy the weird method of using their heads to operate the light switch. Presumably, when the adult’s arms are swaddled, the children conclude she had no choice but to use her head to turn on the light – her behaviour is not an active choice, and so is not worth copying. But if the adult with her hands free is doing the same, that means it was a deliberate action – and so is worth copying.17

One explanation for the evolution of overimitation, then, is that it provides a uniquely efficient way of passing on useful skills from proficient experts to would-be learners. But I have long wondered whether there is a second explanation for overimitation – that we imitate others not only to learn useful skills, but to be part of a group. After all, people routinely copy behaviour that has no instrumental value whatsoever, simply out of a desire to belong. An example is the wearing of ties – a procedure that involves the mastery of knot construction and the careful placement of the knot over the top button of a shirt. Children may spend months trying to learn the intricate and highly specific technique for tying ties – for some (alas, I was one of them) it could take years to finesse this skill to the satisfaction of adults with a critical eye. And yet, let’s face it, there’s no instrumental reason for wearing a tie. It is too narrow to keep you warm like a scarf and since there is a button at the top of the shirt, it isn’t even needed to hold the shirt front together. It’s a pointless garment. But then again, that is precisely the point of it. In this case, we are adopting the ritual stance. We are copying one another not to acquire skills from prestigious individuals, but to affiliate with others in the group.

This is not a case of prestige bias but something else altogether – psychologists refer to it as conformism bias. And it seems to be one of the most powerful forces driving human behaviour. But it too presents an evolutionary enigma. If humans do indeed copy each other’s behaviour to conform – as well as to simply learn new skills – that raises a simple question: what is the adaptive benefit? Conformism could easily get in the way of learning technically useful skills – in fact, it often does. If we do what other people do solely because we want to blend in, then we end up copying all kinds of instrumentally useless behaviours. Often this gives rise to fashions that years later we will look back on with amazement (I still cringe a little when I see photos of myself with rolled-up jacket sleeves and turned-up collars in the 1980s).

The American philosopher Erik Hoffer once observed: ‘When people are free to do as they please, they usually imitate each other.’18 But the evolutionary explanation for this remains unclear. It is quite possible that imitation rooted in learning new skills has more ancient origins than imitation rooted in conformism. Maybe we initially became copiers to help us to use newer and better tools but then eventually this led to the emergence of more ritualistic cultural practices. But whatever the reason, once people started to copy each other’s behaviour in order to affiliate rather than learn useful skills, the stage was set for the proliferation of distinct cultural groups – communities defining themselves by their unique customs, beliefs, and practices. There would be no point learning those unique ways of life unless you wanted to be part of the group that uniquely exhibited them and so rituals became the basis for new group identities, opening the way for new kinds of ‘us and them’ thinking.

If this is the case, then ritual is about more than just learning new skills – it is about forging identities and cleaving to groups. It was an attempt to delve deeper into this idea that took me to that lab in Austin, Texas to explore the mechanics of conformism in early childhood.

The mechanics of conformism

I have been arguing in this chapter that we copy other people for two very different reasons. One is because we want to acquire a useful skill that will help us complete various tasks more efficiently or effectively. For instrumental imitation of that kind, we should be on the lookout for competent individuals as suitable models: we are guided by prestige bias. The other main reason for copying people is that we want to be like them so that we can blend into a group. For imitation of that kind, we would be most interested in observing what other people in the group are doing, however prestigious: we are guided by conformism bias. But which of these biases is driving which types of imitation – and how might we tell?

In some cases, it should be relatively easy to work out whether imitation is being driven by a desire to learn a technical skill or simply to fit in. For example, if the behaviour in question has a very appealing end goal that we would wish to emulate – and if the model demonstrates skill in accomplishing it via a series of causally transparent steps – then we are more likely to adopt an instrumental stance motivated by prestige bias. Many people of my age in the UK remember the children’s television programme Blue Peter, whose presenters were continually demonstrating how to make allegedly useful objects out of everyday items, which we (the child viewers) would then seek to emulate at home, usually to the annoyance of other family members. My poor mother in particular was continually vexed by the mysterious disappearance of milk bottle tops and bottles of washing-up liquid requisitioned for the creation of yet another pencil holder or useless ornament.

But some behaviours demonstrated by trustworthy models are more ambiguous. Sylvia’s recipe
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