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Preface: Our Common Humanity

When I was a boy spending the summer in Greece in July of 1974, the military dictators unexpectedly fell from power. A former prime minister, Konstantinos Karamanlis, returned from exile to Syntagma (Constitution) Square in central Athens. Enormous crowds gathered in all the avenues approaching the square, and my mother, Eleni, took me and my brother Dimitri out into the city that night. In the preceding hours, the junta had sent scores of trucks with armed men and megaphones into the streets. “People of Athens,” the soldiers blared, “this doesn’t concern you. Stay inside.”

My mother ignored the warnings. We got as close as a block from Syntagma Square, near the royal palace and the national zoo. She boosted us onto a huge stone wall topped with a wrought-iron fence that kept the animals on the other side from escaping. Dimitri and I stood with our backs pressed against the metal rails in the narrow bit of ledge that was available to us, and my mother stood below us wedged in among everyone else.

The crowd was packed body to sweaty body. When Karamanlis arrived in Athens in the middle of the night, the crowd pulsed with power. The masses began chanting slogans revealing their pent-up frustrations with years of dictatorial rule and foreign meddling: “Down with the torturers!” “Out with the Americans!”

Perhaps oddly for a man who has spent his adult life studying social phenomena, I have never liked crowds. As a child clinging to the fence, I remember feeling excited but mostly afraid. Even at age twelve, I knew that I was witnessing something unusual—certainly an event unlike anything I had ever seen—and that scared me.

The crowd grew louder and angrier. I remember not understanding why, if they were supposed to be celebrating, the people were so agitated. I looked down at my mother with complex feelings of pride and alarm because she—my beautiful, gentle mother—was getting into the spirit of things too. She was proud to be Greek and, like many of her fellow citizens, was rejoicing at the restoration of democracy. I also knew that she was intensely devoted to our education and wanted us to participate in and learn from this historic event. She was the sort of parent who took us to civil rights marches and anti-war demonstrations back in the United States and wanted us to see the world.

But I also felt fear because I could see in my mother’s eyes that she was being swept away by a powerful force. I watched uneasily as she became more animated. I worried that she might forget us up on that stone ledge or that we might get separated as the crowds shifted. Suddenly, as the anti-American epithets grew louder, she pointed up at me and my brother and shouted, “[image: image]”—“ There are the Americans!”

What could possibly have possessed her to do this? I grew up on a heavy diet of Greek mythology, and I wonder if, in that moment, the story of the child-killing mother Medea might have flashed before my eyes.

To this day, I don’t know what my mother meant to accomplish by her outburst. She was a deeply sensible and loving caregiver who adopted children of diverse racial backgrounds in addition to having her own. Why would she draw reckless attention to her beloved sons’ outsider status in the midst of a volatile crowd? Did she believe that such a gesture might work to cool the ardor of an unthinking mob? I can’t ask her these questions because she died when I was twenty-five and she was forty-seven, after a long illness and a life devoted to scientific and humanitarian causes.

In the years since, I have come to understand some of the primal forces that might have motivated my mother, forces that lie at the core of my arguments in this book and that ordinarily work for the good of our societies. Natural selection has equipped us with the capacity and desire to join groups, and to do so in particular ways. For instance, we can surrender our own individuality and feel so aligned with a collective that we do things that would seem against our personal interests or that would otherwise shock us.

Nonetheless, our ability to be charitable to members of our social groups provides us with something very profound: we can see ourselves as all being part of the same group, which means that, in the extreme, we can see that we are all human beings. We can efface the tribalism of small groups and find a kindness for large groups. Knowing my mother’s values and her commitment to the common humanity shared by all people, I choose to see her statement this way: she was pleading for forbearance. Clearly, not all Americans were bad people; some were just young boys, like her beloved children.

A few years later, when I was fifteen, I saw another volatile crowd, this time while on a trip to Crete with my socialist grandfather, who was also named Nicholas Christakis. We watched the leader of the Panhellenic Socialist Movement, Andreas Papandreou, whip a vast crowd into a frenzy during an election. By then, I had seen movies of huge political rallies, and I could not believe I was witnessing such a phenomenon myself. We stood way in the back of the crowd, quite safe, but still I could feel its power. My grandfather took me aside and explained that leaders could sometimes draw on people’s sense of community and their xenophobia simultaneously, and he also explained the origins of the word demagogue. In ancient Greece, it meant the use of exceptional oratorical skills to advance the interests of the common people. I was tremendously roused by the experience, and, despite my grandfather’s benign etymology, I can still remember the disturbing feeling that such a crowd might also be capable of injustice.

In his classic work Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds, published in 1841, Scottish journalist Charles Mackay argued that people “go mad in herds, while they only recover their senses slowly, and one by one.”1 People in crowds often act in thoughtless ways—shouting profanities, destroying property, throwing bricks, threatening others. This can come about partly because of a process known to psychologists as deindividuation: people begin to lose their self-awareness and sense of individual agency as they identify more strongly with the group, which often leads to antisocial behaviors they would never consider if they were acting alone. They can form a mob, cease to think for themselves, lose their moral compass, and adopt a classic us-versus-them stance that brooks no shared understanding.

Despite my mostly negative personal experience with crowds, it is clear that they can be a force for good. Even nonviolent crowds can threaten dictators and authoritarian governments—as in Greece in 1974, in China in 1989 (at Tiananmen Square), in Tunisia in 2010 (the Arab Spring), and in Zimbabwe in 2016 (the anti-Mugabe demonstrations). Crowds are especially feared by those in power when they emerge organically, without explicit organization, as they frequently do. In recent years, governments have tried to control access to the internet precisely to keep people from more easily organizing themselves.

Consider the famous organized civil rights marches in the United States, from the March on Washington in 1963 (where Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his famous “I Have a Dream” speech) to the march at Pettus Bridge in 1965 (where the Alabama police brutally beat African-American protesters demanding voting rights). The coalescence of concerned and aggrieved individuals into larger groups reinforces their own beliefs, but it also demonstrates to outsiders a power not available to a similar number of isolated persons acting independently.

For good or ill, forming crowds comes so naturally to our species that it is even seen as a fundamental political right. It is codified in the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which notes that “the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances” shall not be infringed by law. The right to assemble is similarly encoded in constitutions of countries all over the world, from Bangladesh to Canada to Hungary to India.2 As with the capacity for empathy, the inclination to assemble into groups and deliberately choose friends and associates is part of our species’ universal heritage.

Mutual Understanding

As I write, the United States seems riven by polarities—right and left, urban and rural, religious and a-religious, insiders and outsiders, haves and have-nots. Analyses reveal that both political polarization and economic inequality are at century-long peaks.3 American citizens are engaged in vocal debates about their differences, about who can and should speak for whom, about the meaning and extent of personal identity, about the inexorable pull of tribal loyalties, and about whether the ideological commitment to the melting pot in the United States—and to a common identity as Americans—is feasible or even desirable.

Lines appear sharply drawn. It may therefore seem an odd time for me to advance the view that there is more that unites us than divides us and that society is basically good. Still, to me, these are timeless truths.

One of the most dispiriting questions I have encountered in my own laboratory research is whether the affinity people have for their own groups—whether those groups are defined by some attribute (nationality, ethnicity, or religion) or by a social connection (friends or teammates)—must necessarily be coupled with wariness or rejection of others. Can you love your own group without hating everyone else?

I have seen the effects of overidentifying with one’s group and witnessed mass delusions up close, and I have also studied them in my lab using experiments with thousands of people and by analyzing naturally occurring data describing the behavior of millions. The news is not all bad. Human nature contains much that is admirable, including the capacity for love, friendship, cooperation, and learning, all of which allows us to form good societies and fosters understanding among people everywhere.

I first began to think about this issue—of how humans are fundamentally similar—almost twenty-five years ago during my work as a hospice doctor. Death and grief unite us like nothing else. The universality of death and of our responses to it cannot help but impress human similarity upon any observer. I have held the hands of countless dying people from all sorts of backgrounds, and I do not think I have met a single person who didn’t share the exact same aspirations at the end of life: to make amends for mistakes, to be close to loved ones, to tell one’s story to someone who will listen, and to die free of pain.4 The desire for social connection and interpersonal understanding is so deep that it is with each of us until the end.

My vision of us as human beings, which lies at the center of this book, holds that people are, and should be, united by our common humanity. And this commonality originates in our shared evolution. It is written in our genes. Precisely for this reason, I believe we can achieve a mutual understanding among ourselves.

In highlighting this, I want to be clear that I am not saying that there are no differences among social groups. It’s obvious that some groups struggle with social, economic, or ecological burdens that other groups can only imagine. It’s not immediately obvious what modern-day hunter-gatherers in Tanzania’s Rift Valley might share with software engineers in California’s Silicon Valley. But a focus on the differences among human groups (fascinating and actual though they might be) overlooks another fundamental reality. Our preoccupation with differences is akin to focusing on variations in weather between Boston and Seattle. Yes, one will find different temperatures, amounts of precipitation and sunshine, and wind conditions in these two cities, and these can matter (possibly a lot!). Nevertheless, the same atmospheric processes and underlying physical laws hold in both of them. Moreover, weather around the world is inextricably linked. We could even say that the fundamental point of studying the planet’s diverse microclimates is not to enhance the understanding of local weather conditions but rather to have a fuller understanding of weather in general.

Therefore, I am less interested in what is different among us than in what is the same. Even though people may have varied life experiences, live in different places, and perhaps look superficially different, there are significant parts of others’ experiences that we can all understand as human beings. To deny this would mean abandoning hope for empathy and surrendering to the worst kind of alienation.

This fundamental claim about our common humanity has deep philosophical roots as well as empirical foundations. In his essay “The Culture of Liberty,” Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa notes that people who live in the same place, speak the same language, and practice the same religion obviously have much in common. But he points out that these collective traits do not fully define each individual. Seeing people only as members of groups is, he says, “inherently reductionist and dehumanizing, a collectivist and ideological abstraction of all that is original and creative in the human being, of all that has not been imposed by inheritance, geography, or social pressure.” Real, personal identity, he argues, “springs from the capacity of human beings to resist these influences and counter them with free acts of their own invention.”5

True enough. But the exercise of individual freedom and the focus on our individuality is just one way to efface tribalism. We can also broaden our perspective to the level of our universal heritage. As human beings, we have a shared inheritance, shaped by natural selection, regarding how to live with one another. This inheritance gives us a mechanism to abandon a dehumanizing perspective that privileges difference.

Think of how exposure to a foreign culture can be both a bracing and a reassuring experience. What starts as a heightened sensitivity to differences in attire, smells, appearances, customs, rules, norms, and laws yields to the recognition that we are similar to our fellow human beings in numerous fundamental ways. All people find meaning in the world, love their families, enjoy the company of friends, teach one another things of value, and work together in groups. In my view, recognizing this common humanity makes it possible for all of us to lead grander and more virtuous lives.

Ironically, many people come to this realization during war, which is the starkest manifestation of between-group animosity. There is a poignant demonstration of this in Band of Brothers, a 2001 television series based on the experiences of Easy Company in the 101st Airborne Division during World War II. One of the real-life soldiers, Darrell “Shifty” Powers, speaking late in his life in documentary footage that accompanied the show, made the following observation about a German soldier: “We might have had a lot in common. He might’ve liked to fish, you know, he might’ve liked to hunt. Of course, they were doing what they were supposed to do, and I was doing what I was supposed to do. But under different circumstances, we might have been good friends.”6 Not just friends but good friends. In a 2017 documentary about another war—a series called The Vietnam War, directed by Ken Burns and Lynn Novick—a Vietcong veteran named Le Cong Huan came to a similar realization. As a young soldier, he looked through the trees at the Americans after a bloody battle, and he had the sudden sense of our shared humanity: “I witnessed Americans dying. Even though I didn’t know their language, I saw them crying and holding each other. When one was killed, the others stuck together. They carried away the body, and they wept. I witnessed such scenes and thought, ‘Americans, like us Vietnamese, also have a profound sense of humanity.’ They cared about each other. It made me think a lot.”7

A Blueprint for a Good Society

Where does this cross-cultural similarity come from? How can people be so different from—even go to war with—one another and yet also be so similar? The fundamental reason is that we each carry within us an evolutionary blueprint for making a good society.

Genes do amazing things inside our bodies, but even more amazing to me is what they do outside of them. Genes affect not only the structure and function of our bodies; not only the structure and function of our minds and, hence, our behaviors; but also the structure and function of our societies. This is what we recognize when we look at people around the world. This is the source of our common humanity.

Natural selection has shaped our lives as social animals, guiding the evolution of what I call a “social suite” of features priming our capacity for love, friendship, cooperation, learning, and even our ability to recognize the uniqueness of other individuals. Despite all the trappings and artifacts of modern invention—our tools, agriculture, cities, nations—we carry within us innate proclivities that reflect our natural social state, a state that is, as it turns out, primarily good, practically and even morally. Humans can no more make a society that is inconsistent with these positive urges than ants can suddenly make beehives.

I believe that we come to this sort of goodness just as naturally as we come to our bloodier inclinations. We cannot help it. We feel great when we help others. Our good deeds are not just the products of Enlightenment values. They have a deeper and prehistoric origin.

The ancient tendencies that form the social suite work together to bind communities, specify their boundaries, identify their members, and allow people to achieve individual and collective objectives while at the same time minimizing hatred and violence. For too long, in my opinion, the scientific community has been overly focused on the dark side of our biological heritage: our capacity for tribalism, violence, selfishness, and cruelty. The bright side has been denied the attention it deserves.







CHAPTER 1

The Society Within Us

After World War II, when my mother, an ethnic Greek raised in Istanbul, was a little girl, she spent her summers on the island of Buyukada, a short ferry ride from the coast. Many years later, in 1970, she took her children to visit. The Greeks had always called the island Prinkipos (the Princes’ Island) and resented its Turkish name. The place had changed little since Leon Trotsky went into exile there in 1929. Then, as now, it did not allow motorized transport, and people got around on foot, on donkeys, or in horse-drawn carriages that slipped on the cobblestones. In 1970, it had been two decades since my mother had been there because she and her parents, like other minorities, had been driven out of Turkey in the 1950s during a period of substantial interethnic strife.

My younger brother, Dimitri, and I were only eight and six, and although we could speak Greek, we could not speak Turkish. Still, we ventured out and found a dozen boys with whom to play. In the pine-covered hills behind my grandfather’s abandoned time capsule of a house, with its wood-fired water heater and blistered green shutters, we boys initially organized ourselves into a large group, working together to explore the terrain and communicating, via pantomime, the urgent necessity of accumulating large piles of pinecones. Eventually—inevitably—we decided to split into two teams and engage in combat, lobbing cones at each other and attempting to steal them via furtive raids. A simple market economy emerged in parallel with the brigandage: small green cones that were easier to throw were exchanged for enormous beautiful cones with brittle, exploding petals that we imagined were grenades. Since our ordnance was not destroyed upon being fired, each attack fueled the opponents’ supply of weapons. The games—with their petty warfare, barter economy, group solidarity, and occasional cheating—lasted hours.

The Turkish boys were different from my brother and me in some ways, of course. They had shorter haircuts and wore vests. They threw their pinecones sideways from the hip rather than overhand across the shoulder, as we did. And they knew the terrain better. But these differences seemed minor and were easily ignored. The social play in which we engaged was wordlessly comprehended by all. Separated by a significant cultural and linguistic distance, we were able to jointly create a little social order with familiar features that we all enjoyed.

One purpose of play is for children to ape adult behaviors and practice grown-up roles. But play is not just about children being taught, explicitly or implicitly, to act like adults. In many forager societies, adults leave children to play by themselves, and they are often only vaguely aware of what their children are up to. Play arises spontaneously, without any guidance. And play like this—a purely voluntary, intrinsically motivated, and eminently enjoyable experience—very often involves the “experiments in social living” that my Turkish friends and I pursued on the island.1

Here is one anthropologist’s description of a long-term playgroup consisting of thirteen children in Ua Pou in the Marquesas Islands. The children, who ranged in age from two to five years old, were observed every day for several months playing for prolonged periods without adult supervision in an area near the beach (a spot with “strong surf” and “sharp lava-rock walls” as well as “machetes, axes, and matches” nearby for good measure). They “organized activities, settled disputes, avoided danger, dealt with injuries, distributed goods, and negotiated contact with passing others—without adult intervention.”2 A more systematic set of landmark longitudinal studies of play in places around the world (Nyansongo, Kenya; Khalapur, India; Juxtlahuaca, Mexico; Tarong, Philippines; Taira, Japan; and “Orchard Town,” a pseudonym for a town in New England), spearheaded by anthropologists Beatrice and John Whiting and their colleagues from the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s, concluded that, while there was much notable variation by gender, age, and culture in children’s typical companions, activities, toys, and venues for play, children’s social behavior and interaction styles while playing were always extremely similar.3

Societies themselves might even be seen as just scaled-up versions of such children’s games. In Homo Ludens, the classic 1938 book about humans and play, social historian Johan Huizinga goes so far as to argue that “human civilization has added no essential feature to the general idea of play.”4 Children’s behavior often involves innately making a kind of miniature and temporary society. From an early age, humans cannot help themselves.

Child’s Play

Looking back more than forty years later, I can see that the games my brother and I played with the Turkish boys involved a high degree of social organization with features I have since come to recognize by technical terms: in-group favoritism, trade complementarity, social hierarchy, collective cooperation, network topology, social learning, and evolved morality.

I have my own laboratory now, but I am still playing with and thinking about these sorts of things. My group has devised specialized software to recruit thousands of adults from around the world and then to track their behavior as they participate in miniature societies that we create online. I manipulate the social interactions in these societies—for instance, randomly assigning people to be rich or poor or surreptitiously dropping in programmable robotic agents who pretend to be real people to see what mischief they cause—in order to peer more deeply into the origins of human social living and to understand where cooperation, cohesion, hierarchy, and friendship come from. My group also explores the evolutionary biology of these phenomena, searching for the ancient origins of social life even as we concoct thoroughly modern examples.

One of the more dispiriting phenomena that we have observed is the in-group favoritism mentioned above—that is, people’s preferences for their own groups. It’s that warm feeling of belonging to a team that I experienced on Buyukada. In-group favoritism is seen even in preschool children, and many researchers have explored whether this preference is innate. In one experiment, five-year-old children were given T-shirts of different colors (red, blue, green, orange) and then shown pictures of other children wearing T-shirts of the same or different color as their own. The children understood that their shirt colors were randomly assigned. And there was indeed no specific difference among the children in the photographs other than their shirt colors. Still, the children preferred the kids wearing the same T-shirt color; they allocated more of a scarce resource (toy coins) to them; and they reported more positive thoughts about them.5 They also felt that the kids in their shirt-color group would be more likely to be kind and share toys. And they were better able to remember and recall positive actions of their in-group, encoding favorable information describing those of their own type. All this arose simply because of randomly assigned T-shirt colors. Other studies of in-group bias at even younger ages, at three or five months, further support its innateness.6

But this is not the only socially relevant sensibility that we are born with. Humans also appear to have a rudimentary moral sense from birth. And, like the construction of the whole of Euclidean geometry from its few axioms, our inborn moral principles provide a foundation for social behavior that is only later shaped by experience and education.

For instance, psychologist Paul Bloom and his colleagues have documented sensitivity to fairness and reciprocity—which are crucial for cooperation—in babies as young as three months old, using a variety of ingenious experiments.7 In one experiment, three-month-old babies were shown a blue square “helping” a red circle up a hill and a yellow triangle pushing the circle down. The babies reliably chose the blue square when given a choice (colors and shapes were varied to be sure that those features were not driving the preferences).8 In other experiments, babies could tell the difference between puppets who helped or hindered actions attempted by other puppets. Babies preferred the good guys, and they disliked the jerks. Still other experiments involving puppets showed that thirteen-month-old babies have a “theory of mind,” meaning that they have an understanding of the mental states (knowledge, beliefs, intentions) of others, which is obviously crucial for moral reasoning and helpful for social life.9 In another set of experiments, toddlers spontaneously and without any prompting helped adults who were pretending to struggle with opening a cabinet.10 In short, at a very young age, humans appear pre-wired (in the sense of having a strong, innate proclivity) to interact in positive ways, with insight into the intentions of others and with a tendency to care about being fair. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that, although details vary from place to place, every society values kindness and cooperation, defines acts of cruelty, and categorizes people as either virtuous or nasty.

Why are humans this way? Why, even from birth, do we manifest such consistent, socially relevant behaviors? Where do the social principles that guide children’s play and shape adult lives come from? And how do humans in every society come to create a similar kind of social order with important and familiar features that are universally regarded as good?

Cultural Universals

It’s easy to lose sight of what human societies have in common because, when we look around the planet, we see such wondrous and compelling diversity in technology, art, beliefs, and ways of life. But focusing on the differences among societies obscures a deeper reality: their similarities are greater and more profound than their dissimilarities.

Imagine studying two hills while standing on a ten-thousand-foot-high plateau. Seen from your perch, one hill appears to be three hundred feet high, the other nine hundred feet. This difference may seem large (after all, one hill is three times the size of the other), and you might focus your attention on what local forces, such as erosion, account for the difference in size. But this narrow perspective misses the opportunity to study the other, more substantial geological forces that created what are actually two very similar mountains, one 10,300 feet high and the other 10,900 feet.

In other words, what you see depends on where you stand. And very often, when it comes to human societies, people have been standing on a ten-thousand-foot plateau, letting the differences among societies mask the more overwhelming similarities. Extending the metaphor, consider how specifically human activities, such as farming and mining, reshape the landscape. These human actions might modify the details of the appearance of the hills, but they do not fundamentally change the mountains themselves—their origins relate to deeper forces outside of human control. The same might be said of human culture: it reshapes certain aspects of human social experience, but it leaves many other features solid as a rock.

A broader perspective helps us appreciate this. Astronauts—who are not chosen for their sentimentality—very often come to appreciate how trivial human differences really are. Cosmonaut Aleksandr Aleksandrov put it this way: “We were flying over America, and suddenly I saw snow, the first snow we ever saw from orbit. I have never visited America, but I imagined that the arrival of autumn and winter is the same there as in other places, and the process of getting ready for them is the same. And then it struck me that we are all children of our Earth.” When Donald E. Williams, a space-shuttle commander, saw the blue orb suspended in the darkness of space, he observed: “The experience most certainly changes your perspective. The things that we share in our world are far more valuable than those which divide us.”11

Most experiences that induce such a sense of awe prompt us to feel as if we are transcending our usual frame of reference. Some scientists believe (though it is hard to prove) that awe is an evolved emotion intended to cause a cognitive shift that reduces egocentricity and makes people feel more connected to others. Responding to powerful natural phenomena—like thunderstorms or earthquakes or vast expanses of ice or desert—with a loss of selfishness and an increase in group bonding might have had survival value to ancient humans. A key feature of awe, psychologists Dacher Keltner and Jonathan Haidt have argued, is that it quiets self-interest and makes individuals feel part of the larger whole.12 According to primatologist Jane Goodall, chimpanzees experience something similar—they can be amazed by things outside themselves and gaze dreamily at waterfalls and sunsets—which suggests a possible evolutionary origin for this feeling.13

Still, the perspective of the few souls who have ventured into space notwithstanding, there is a long history of ferocious arguments between those who think there are cultural universals that bind humanity together and those who think that the sheer variety in human experience means that no traits can be truly constant. Culture may be defined as the whole set of ideas (and artifacts) produced by a group, ideas that are usually transmitted socially and that are capable of affecting individual behavior. Cultural universals are traits shared by all peoples around the world. The traits’ very universality suggests that they were likely shaped by evolution. For example, the fact that people are uniquely identified in every culture (almost always through the use of personal names) suggests that there is something fundamental about personal identity.14

Some critics believe that claims about cultural universals are both scientifically and morally suspect. The search for universals is seen as problematic because it would seem to impose standard categories (often Western ones) on all people, and thus it is seen as disrespecting, rather than just looking beyond, human diversity. Some fear that accepting the reality of any particular cultural universal might allow observers to have a position from which to judge alien cultural practices and label them as aberrant.

Some extreme critics see even a single exception to a claimed universal as negating its universality. But universal capacity is not the same as universal expression. And these critics typically overlook the fact that exceptional cases usually have required tremendous pressure to reshape the natural order. For example, there is (as far as we know) only one society in the world—the Baining people of New Guinea—that manages to suppress the innate tendency to play. But this does not mean that Baining children are not pre-wired for play. In fact, subverting the natural urge to play requires a great deal of cultural force, with the Baining adults devaluing play and actively discouraging children who attempt it.15

The debate about universals also evokes broader tensions in the sciences. The most famous tension, to which we shall return, revolves around the relative contributions of nature and nurture as explanations for human experience. Those advocating for the existence of universals are generally seen as belonging to the nature camp. Another tension arises between “lumpers” and “splitters.” Lumpers seek to group similar things together; splitters identify fine distinctions in the natural world.16 Still another tension is between those focusing on the average tendency of a phenomenon (such as the average price of a house in a market) and those interested in its variation (for instance, the range of house prices and the forces that contribute to inequality in prices from place to place). But these different agendas—searching for consistency or studying variation—should be seen as complementary, rather than opposing, ways of studying natural phenomena, including our species, scientifically.

In the first half of the twentieth century, social scientists such as Émile Durkheim, Franz Boas, Margaret Mead, and Ruth Benedict held that culture could not be explained by psychological or inherited biological traits. Culture was seen as something deliberately and thoughtfully produced by humans and not reducible to deeper causes.17 In the 1970s, cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz argued that, while underlying universals did exist, they were uninteresting in comparison to the variegated ways in which such traits found expression. The degree of abstraction required to identify universals was too great to be of use, he felt.18 At best, human nature provided an undifferentiated and extremely malleable raw material that was of negligible importance.19 Hence, in this line of thought, cultural variation was the central focus of scientific inquiries.

Other social scientists have held different views. In 1923, anthropologist Clark Wissler described a “universal pattern” of cultural features, and he proposed that these universals—related to speech, food, shelter, art, mythmaking, religion, personal interactions, and attitudes toward property, government, and war—were rooted in human biology. In 1944, the famous anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski also discussed the dependence of culture on the “organic needs of man,” matching a set of basic needs (such as safety, reproduction, and health) with respective cultural responses (such as protection, kinship, and hygiene).20

In his 1945 essay “The Common Denominator of Cultures,” anthropologist George Murdock offered an alphabetically ordered “partial list” of universals that was, in actuality, exhaustive and alarmingly detailed (and, in my opinion, tedious and arbitrary). It included everything from personal adornment to sports activities, dream interpretation, sexual practices, soul concepts, and even weather control. Murdock conceived of these universals as being specifics of classification, rather than content. In other words, while the precise details of human behavior in any of these domains might differ from place to place, they constituted a common foundation that was rooted in “the fundamental biological and psychological nature of man and in the universal conditions of human existence.”21

In 1991, anthropologist Donald Brown challenged what he described as the broad taboo against the search for universals in the field of anthropology. He outlined the three broad mechanisms by which cultural features could have become universal: (1) they might have started in one place and diffused widely (like the wheel); (2) they might reflect commonly discovered solutions to challenges that are imposed by the environment and that all humans face (such as the need to find shelter, cook food, and ensure the paternity of offspring); and (3) they might reflect innate features common to all humans (such as the appeal of music, the desire to have friends, or the commitment to fairness). Some universals, although not all of them, must be a product of our evolved human nature.22

In a detailed description of a hypothetical “Universal People,” Brown enumerated dozens of surface-level linguistic, social, behavioral, and cognitive universals, similar to Murdock’s long list, that have been noted by ethnographers:


In the cultural realm, human universals include myths, legends, daily routines, rules, concepts of luck and precedent, body adornment, and the use and production of tools; in the realm of language, universals include grammar, phonemes, polysemy, metonymy, antonyms, and an inverse ratio between the frequency of use and the length of words; in the social realm, universals include a division of labor, social groups, age grading, the family, kinship systems, ethnocentrism, play, exchange, cooperation, and reciprocity; in the behavioral realm, universals include aggression, gestures, gossip, and facial expressions; in the realm of the mind, universals include emotions, dichotomous thinking, wariness around or fear of snakes, empathy, and psychological defense mechanisms.23



These fundamental categories of universals are clearly important, and they come into relief when we step off the ten-thousand-foot plateau and move to lower ground.

Variations in seemingly disparate cultural traits may be connected. For example, societies with alphabets have more complex religions than those without. Such a pattern of correlated traits suggests that there is indeed a deeper organizing force that shapes the complexity of human societies, and this has been documented by a study of 414 societies spanning ten thousand years from thirty regions around the world.24 Many key features of human societies are functionally related; they are not independent; they coevolve in predictable ways; and a single underlying metric can be used to capture them. Methodologically, this is similar to the way that the single underlying metric of expense might explain why disparate features of a car (its acceleration, safety, instrumentation, and amenities) go together.

The evidence for innateness in multiple aspects of human experience has been building across many domains. Psychologist Paul Ekman has proposed a universal connection between core emotions and many facial expressions—particularly for happiness, anger, disgust, sadness, and fear—and suggested an evolutionary basis for them.25 Such expressions are innate, even if their exact manifestations upon the human face can sometimes be culturally shaped.26 The study of the universal features of language, championed by linguist Noam Chomsky, psychologist Steven Pinker, and others, provides another fertile area for discerning universals.27 And ethnomusicologists have verified another category of cultural universal: musical forms.28 A sample of three hundred and four musical recordings from around the world yielded numerous “statistical universals” (meaning there were few exceptions to the patterns) across nine geographic areas; these spanned features related to pitch and rhythm as well as performance style and social context.

These musical universals may be so fundamental that even other species manifest them; for instance, cockatoos make music by drumming with rhythms similar to our own.29 Moreover, music’s function—whether in birds, elephants, whales, or wolves—may be deliberately social. This observation regarding the appearance of human universals in other species is itself a very powerful idea. If a phenomenon (like friendship or cooperation, for example) is present in our species and also in others, then that phenomenon is an especially good candidate for a universal across groups within our own species. If we share a trait with animals, then we can surely share it widely with one another.

Still, the problem with many inventories of universals is that they often seem more like exhaustive lists of features that cultures can include rather than a core set of items that cultures must include. The latter is my concern here. In addition, I focus on those universal features that are specifically social in nature, that have to do with how groups of people function. And, finally, I am interested in universals that have evolutionary rather than ecological origins. That is, I am focused on universals that are encoded in our genes rather than those that have arisen (independently, in multiple locations) simply as an immediate response to the environment the humans are in (for instance, the potentially universal presence of fishing nets in cultures exploiting rivers and seas for food). In this regard, an evolutionary perspective obliges us to focus on traits that evolution can actually act on. The practice of medicine is not something encoded in our genes, even if virtually every society has a tradition of healing, but a desire for health and survival (both in ourselves and in those we love) and also the motivation of one person to help another are indeed hardwired within us.

My own list of universals is thus more focused and more fundamental than these prior efforts. Centered on a crucial set of specifically social features, it is related to why humans make what we believe are good societies. It is derived, the evidence will show, from our species’ evolutionary heritage. And it is, at least partially, encoded in our genes. I call this list of universals the social suite.

The Social Suite

Human societies are so vibrant, complex, and encompassing that they take on lives of their own. They may seem to be built by others, by powerful people, or by historical forces beyond human comprehension. In the 1970s, when I was a child, some people were so impressed by the apparent sophistication of ancient civilizations in Egypt and the Americas that they fantasized that aliens must have fashioned them. But human societies do not come from somewhere else. They come from within us.

The capacity to band together to make societies is indeed a biological feature of our species, just like our ability to walk upright. This innate capacity—so rare in the animal kingdom—has also made possible what evolutionary biologist E. O. Wilson has called “the social conquest of earth.”30 It’s not our brains or brawn that allows us to rule the planet. And, like other behaviors that have helped our species to survive and reproduce, the human ability to construct societies has become an instinct. It is not just something we can do—it is something we must do.

At the core of all societies, I will show, is the social suite:


(1) The capacity to have and recognize individual identity

(2) Love for partners and offspring

(3) Friendship

(4) Social networks

(5) Cooperation

(6) Preference for one’s own group (that is, “in-group bias”)

(7) Mild hierarchy (that is, relative egalitarianism)

(8) Social learning and teaching


These features arise from within individuals but they characterize groups. They work together to create a functional, enduring, and even morally good society.31 Individual identity provides a foundation for love, friendship, and cooperation, allowing people to track who is who across time and place and to faithfully repay kindness offered by others. Love is a particularly distinctive human experience (built on a trait seen in only a few other mammals, namely, the practice of bonding with mates). Love also paves the way, evolutionarily speaking, for us to feel a special connection not only to our kin, but also, ultimately, to unrelated individuals. That is, humans have friends, and this, too, is a crucial part of the social suite. We form long-term, nonreproductive unions with other humans. This is exceedingly rare in the animal kingdom, but it is universal in us. As a consequence of having friends, we assemble ourselves into social networks, and here, too, the particular ways we do this are universal. The mathematical patterns of friendship are the same around the world. Humans everywhere also cooperate with one another. And this cooperation is supported not only by the fact that we reliably interact with friends rather than strangers within the face-to-face networks we fashion, but also by the fact that we form groups whose boundaries we enforce by coming to like those within the group more than those outside of it. People everywhere choose their friends and prefer their own groups. In turn, cooperation is a crucial predicate for social learning, one of our species’ most powerful inventions. No human has to learn everything on his or her own; we can all rely on others to teach us, a hugely efficient practice present in all cultures. And friendship networks and social learning, finally, set the stage for a kind of mild hierarchy in humans in which we accord more prestige to some group members—typically, those who can teach us things or who have many connections—than to others.

These features relate to banding together, and they are highly useful for survival in an uncertain world, offering us ways to acquire and transmit knowledge more efficiently and allowing us to pool risk. These traits are evolutionarily rational, in other words, enhancing our Darwinian fitness and advancing our individual and collective interest. By endowing us with social sensibilities and behaviors, our genes help to shape the societies we make on both small and large scales.

This manufactured social environment in turn creates a feedback loop across evolutionary time. Throughout history, humans have lived surrounded by social groups, and the presence of our fellow humans—people we must interact with, cooperate with, or avoid—has been as powerful as any predator in shaping our genes. Evolutionarily speaking, our social environment has shaped us as much as we have shaped it. Moreover, although the physical, biological, and social environments have all been pivotal in our evolution, they differ in one substantial respect. Aside from the (hugely important) mastery of fire over a million years ago, it is only in the past few thousand years that humans have been able to significantly shape their physical and biological environments—by damming rivers, domesticating plants and animals, generating air pollution, using antibiotics, and so on. Prior to the invention of agriculture and cities, humans did not build their physical environments; they simply chose them. By contrast, humans have always made their social environments.

Living socially places special demands on us, and many cognitive capacities and behavioral repertoires evolved in order for us to cope. For example, we are innately equipped to cooperate, and living in cooperative groups favors certain genetic predispositions related to kindness and reciprocity. We are wired to have friends, not just reproductive partners, and when we form friendships, we modify the social world around us in a way that makes friendliness useful. Individuals lacking these prosocial capacities are not as successful in their efforts to survive and reproduce as others. Our genes guide us to create a social environment that feeds back and favors particular kinds of genes that are useful in the environments we have created. Over evolutionary time, for this reason too, humans have genetically internalized universal social axioms.

Core features of human societies are guided by a blueprint that our species has helped to sketch over eons. Some evolutionary biologists bristle at the metaphor of a blueprint.32 The reason for this is partly that they consider blueprints to be fixed and deterministic. Another issue, though, is that if you construct a building based on a set of plans, someone else can inspect that building and then work backward to create its blueprint, whereas with the genetic code that provides instructions for an organism, no one can inspect the organism and then easily work backward to the code. You can go in both directions with a blueprint but in only one direction with genetic code. As a result, these scientists prefer metaphors like programs or recipes, but one can indeed make some predictions about a recipe by inspecting a prepared food. And in any case, one cannot always re-create the exact original blueprint from inspecting a building. Blueprints are not necessarily fully realized or even complete. They are open to interpretation. Though blueprints are specific guidelines, they can be modified—revised by the architect, interpreted by the builder, or changed by the occupants.

More important, from the point of view of using this sometimes controversial metaphor, when I use it here, I do not mean that genes are the blueprint. I mean that genes act to write the blueprint. A blueprint for social life is the product of our evolution, written in the ink of our DNA.

Our evolutionary past compels us universally to make a basic, obligatory sort of society. This blueprint also means that societies have some shapes that they cannot assume and some constraints that they must observe, both of which we will explore. Humans can deviate from the blueprint—but only up to a point. When they deviate too much, as we will see, society collapses.

What Unites Us

Cross-cultural variations in traits and behaviors have attracted tremendous interest for a long time, and these variations have often been used in a deplorable way to justify disdain for, or oppression of, “outsiders.” These cultural variations are sometimes linked to observations about genetic variations in human physical traits (such as different types of hemoglobin, which can confer benefits such as tolerance of high altitudes or resistance to malaria).33 This might make it seem reasonable to search for genetic causes for variation in cultural practices, and there is some limited evidence for this with respect to traits such as violence, novelty seeking, risk aversion, and migratory behavior.34 But genes surely explain very little of the variation among cultural groups in the long lists of traits propounded by anthropologists. There are no genes for surgery or idolatry that explain why some societies cut people open or make images of gods. Such variation is due to culture.

Nevertheless, even if our genes do not explain cultural variation, they can explain cultural universals. Moreover, genes can explain why culture exists at all. Evolution provides the underlying foundation for human culture by equipping us with the ability to cooperate, make friends, and learn socially. We manifest cultural variation precisely because we evolved to have this capacity in the first place.

When some scientists describe the evolutionary basis of behaviors, whether at the individual or societal level, they often focus on the differences between humans that can divide and even fracture us. But when I speak of a blueprint, my interest here is altogether different. I am not saying that differences across societies are based on our genes. Rather, I am saying that the similarities across societies—instantiated in the social suite—are based on our genes.

I am interested in the deep social features all humans share, in where these features came from and what biological and sociological purpose they serve, and in how they continue to shape our societies no matter the cultural details. A relatively small set of universal features supports the self-assembly of humans into societies. If we took groups of people from anywhere on the planet and let them form societies on their own, without any formal guidance or authority, what would they do?







CHAPTER 2

Unintentional Communities

Most social scientists would leap at the chance to conduct a series of experiments resembling what BBC television producers organized for the reality program Castaway 2000. The show filmed thirty-six people (including couples and families) who were stranded together on an uninhabited island for one year, the goal being to “find out what happens when a cross-section of British try to create a new society.”1 The challenge the group faced was to build a cohesive, sustainable, and functioning community from scratch. Newspapers around the world breathlessly hailed the show as “a bold social experiment for the new millennium.”2

Of course, the program’s artificiality shaped the decisions and behaviors of the castaways. But still, many of the participants themselves noted that, in their eyes, the project was primarily a scientific experiment. “This is going to sound incredibly naive,” participant Julia Corrigan later explained, “but we were blissfully unaware at first of the importance of the filming of the project, especially in the very early days. When we were at application stage, the emphasis seemed to be fully on the ‘social experiment’ side of things.”3

Plucked from their lives and planted on the small, remote Scottish island of Taransay, these thirty-six people were required to cultivate their own food, raise their own animals, maintain their own shelters, and organize and run an effective community. Upon arrival, they were assigned pods to live in, allowed a crate of personal items, and given a few weeks’ supply of food to last them until their crops grew. Everything else was in their hands. Ron Copsey, one of the participants, later summarized the initial stages of building their community:


Most of the early days were spent getting to know each other and having endless meetings about how we were to live on Taransay. Many [arguments] ensued regarding the work rota and how to spend the community budget—even some punch-ups between some of the men.4



Twenty-nine of the participants stayed the course, developing an affinity for one another and for Taransay, but seven people (three individuals and one family of four) voluntarily left the island for various reasons.5 Copsey, one of these seven, summed up his feelings about the experiment:


We were given a wonderful opportunity to live differently, and all we did was replicate how we lived at home: people wanted rules, cliques, some kind of permanent, secure structure. It was disappointing that the Taransay community appeared to reflect society.6



Why did Taransay turn out to resemble regular society so closely? Why were the participants unable to create something new despite their desire to do so?

In an ideal world, researchers would conduct the Taransay experiment multiple times over sustained periods and with real scientific rigor. But it is hard to imagine how to actually do this, given the logistical and ethical impediments. One possibility is to conduct such experiments on a smaller scale. My lab has developed one way of doing this online over short periods and with simplified types of interactions. Another possibility would be to examine the fascinating history of intentional small-scale efforts to make society anew. Many times over the past few centuries, groups of people—motivated by utopian, philosophical, or religious visions or by practical exigencies—have voluntarily set themselves apart in order to form a different kind of community. These familiar utopian strivings have especially strong roots in the United States, which has a history rich in communal groups (think of the Puritans and the Shakers and, in more recent times, the communes of the 1960s). Still another way to study the development of societies would be to examine unintentional efforts to create social order from scratch, such as by shipwrecked sailors who found themselves facing the challenge of working together to make a functional community in order to survive.

We will explore these different angles in the chapters to come, but it’s worth noting right now that the most striking feature of these advertent and inadvertent occurrences is their thoroughly predictable outcome. Most efforts to form societies with radically different rules either collapsed altogether or, like Taransay, came to resemble the society from which they originated. Despite the extraordinary and uniquely human capacity for innovation, illustrated by the great variety of cultures around the world and the unending social changes everywhere, human beings are drawn to some fundamental and universal principles—namely, the social suite. Attempts to abrogate these principles typically end in failure.

Natural Experiments

Before we delve into people’s spontaneous efforts to fashion societies, let’s consider what large-scale experiments with social systems might look like, at least in scientists’ dreams. Scientists might want to describe all possible types of societies, being as imaginative as science fiction authors, and then do experiments with real people placed into these societies in order to see which ones “worked” according to some definition they would specify—like whether the inhabitants were happy or avoided fratricide. Some variations on this type of idea are feasible. Scientists can systematically manipulate social arrangements and observe the effects on people and groups in the short term (as we will see in chapter 4), and they can deliberately manipulate the social organization of other social species by, for instance, removing a leader from a macaque monkey troop (an experiment we will discuss in chapter 7).

A different kind of experiment directed at exploring humans’ inborn propensity to make societies might involve raising children without any cultural exposure at all in order to see what sort of society they create as adults. Such a conceit has been imagined for a very long time by people eager to understand the origins of language. It’s called the “forbidden experiment,” in fact, because it would be patently cruel and immoral.7 According to Herodotus, the Egyptian pharaoh Psamtik I (who ruled from 664 to 610 BCE) gave two newborn babies to a shepherd to raise without language in order to discover whether they would speak on their own. He was not the only king with that idea. Frederick II (1194–1250), James IV of
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Resounding Praise for Nicholas A. Christakis’s

BLUEPRINT


“Mr. Christakis’s deep optimism (and considerable evidence) about the arc of human society bending toward good is uplifting. Along the way he delves fascinatingly into human cultures and customs, exploring, for instance, why monogamy and marriage have become so common (though not universal), and what friendship really means, from an evolutionary perspective.”

—The Economist




“A dazzlingly erudite synthesis of history, philosophy, anthropology, genetics, sociology, economics, epidemiology, statistics, and more. It uses everything from shipwrecks to the primatologist Jane Goodall to make its pro-kindness case, and it inadvertently shames you into realizing that while most of us, standing at the buffet of knowledge, content ourselves with a pork chop and rice pudding, Christakis pillages the carving station and the omelet station and the soup array and the make-your-own-sundae bar.”

—Frank Bruni, New York Times




“The diversity of our cultures and personal identities masks the fact that we are one. In this brilliant, beautiful, and sweeping book, Christakis shows how eight universal human tendencies have bound us together, and given us dominion over our planet, our lives, and our common fate. A masterful achievement that is surely the best and most original science book of the year.”

—Daniel Gilbert, author of Stumbling On Happiness




“Nicholas Christakis is a pioneer in bridging the conceptual chasm between the choices of individual people and the shaping of an entire society. In this timely and fascinating book, he shows how the better angels of our nature, rooted in our evolutionary past, can bring forth an enlightened and compassionate civilization.”

—Steven Pinker, author of Enlightenment Now




“In a book of great wisdom and unusual breadth, Christakis pulls together philosophy, history, anthropology, sociology, genetics, and evolutionary biology to make an extraordinarily optimistic argument: evolution has prewired us for goodness. At a moment when the dark history of the early twentieth century suddenly seems relevant again, it’s a relief to be reminded of why so many efforts to reengineer human society have failed—and of why the better side of human nature often triumphs in the end.”

—Anne Applebaum, author of the Pulitzer Prize–winning Gulag: A History




“In this wisely optimistic book, Christakis explores the evolutionary imperative of forming bonds that are both cultural and genetic. His writing is colorful, personal, and often exuberant.”

—Andrew Solomon, author of Far from the Tree




“Christakis brings to general readers his most famous theory: the genetic profile of both humans and animals dictates the types of societies that they create.… He reminds us that leadership, friendship, and group tendencies are all rooted in the most fundamental mechanism of our biological sorting: natural selection. A must-read for anyone interested in how we find ourselves wholly divided into political, religious, and workplace silos, and where these separations may lead us.”

—Hope Jahren, author of Lab Girl




“A remarkable achievement! Christakis explains, in the most lucid and accessible way imaginable, how our genetic and cultural heritages are deeply intertwined. The story of human nature is no fairy tale, but it nevertheless reveals our potential, and our proclivity, for good.”

—Angela Duckworth, author of Grit




“In this brilliant and humane book, Christakis defends an optimistic view of humanity.… Blueprint is clear, persuasive, and vitally important.”

—Paul Bloom, author of Against Empathy




“Christakis has found that all human cultures converge on a consistent style of social network, and in Blueprint he explores the reasons why. The answer, he boldly argues, lies in our genes.… Blueprint stakes a powerful claim for a richer incorporation of biology into the social sciences.”

—Richard Wrangham, author of Catching Fire




“Blueprint is a richly interdisciplinary, deeply documented, brilliant opus on how our long evolutionary history bends toward a good society.”

—Renée C. Fox, University of Pennsylvania




“In Blueprint, Christakis shows that goodness has a biological purpose. More than an ideal pushed upon us by moral and religious leaders, goodness is a survival tactic demanded by our very genes. Christakis’s argument about our common humanity, made in such a powerful and vivid fashion, is an important one for these unstable times. He shows that kindness and love are not merely things we can do—but things we must do.”

—Brandon Stanton, founder of Humans of New York




“Mixing brilliant insights with vivid and memorable storytelling, Blueprint is both deeply scholarly and, at the same time, a genuine pleasure read.”

—Greg Lukianoff, coauthor of The Coddling of the American Mind




“Come for the gripping stories about shipwrecks, communes, and Antarctic outposts. Stay for the sociology of networks. As social connectivity and the pace of change both increase in the twenty-first century, Christakis is the essential guide, and this is the essential book. A joy to read, and a warning about the challenges of creating new societies and institutions within which real human beings can flourish.”

—Jonathan Haidt, coauthor of The Coddling of the American Mind




“A magnificent achievement. If you think you understand human nature, think again; Christakis will open your eyes and make you gasp. A special bonus: His book is inspiring and deeply optimistic. The perfect book for our time.”

—Cass R. Sunstein, coauthor of Nudge




“As an historian, I probably tend to overemphasize the darker side of human nature—our remarkable capacity as a species for generating war and revolution, manias, and panics. As a physician and a social scientist, Christakis is here to tell me to lighten up. ‘There is more that unites us than divides us,’ he argues in this deeply erudite and engaging book, ‘and society is basically good.’ If, like me, you respond to that claim with skepticism, you have a treat in store. Christakis will change your view of the naked ape.”

—Niall Ferguson, author of The Square and the Tower




“We live in a time rife with ‘us’ versus ‘them’ divisions based on class, religion, ethnicity, and politics. But in this majestic, important, and enjoyable book, Christakis rightfully reminds us that we also evolved to live together, cooperate, and thrive in complex, diverse social groups. Now more than ever we need to understand and tap into these deep and fundamental adaptations that help us live and work side by side, value each other, and pursue common cause.”

—Daniel E. Lieberman, author of The Story of the Human Body




“In the media and online, we live with a daily barrage of the things that divide us—the differences among individuals, groups, and whole societies seem to define the ways we interact with one another. With a broad sweep of history and a deep knowledge of genetics and social science, Christakis takes us along a different path, one that is as important as it is timely. Whether in hunter-gatherer societies, small bands of people brought together by chance, or Silicon Valley corporations, our societies are linked by the common bonds of humanity. In Blueprint, Christakis shows how we are much more than divisiveness and division; we are programmed to build and thrive in societies based on cooperation, learning, and love.”

—Neil Shubin, author of Your Inner Fish




“Christakis takes us on a spellbinding tour of how evolution brings people together, setting the stage for our modern world where online networks connect people in new and unprecedented ways. Our genes don’t work in isolation; rather they equip our species with the capacity to join together and make great things. This powerful and fascinating book shows the fundamental good that lies within us, that connects us, and that helps us cooperate beyond the survival of the fittest.”

—Marc Andreessen, cofounder and general partner of Andreessen Horowitz




“Blueprint is a brilliant and provocative tour de force that could not be more timely. I don’t think I’ve learned this much from a book in a long time. Christakis is the rare author who can combine rigor and erudition with page-turning readability. Filled with fascinating studies, including experiments from his own lab, Blueprint ultimately offers reason for hope grounded in science for our difficult times.

—Amy Chua, author of Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother




“In an era when borders close and the perceived differences among us drive the public narrative, Christakis travels across societies and continents to remind us that we share much more than what keeps us apart. Blueprint unveils the communities and the social networks that define our successes and failures, and it celebrates the universality of human experience. A powerful and gripping book.”

—Albert-László Barabási, author of The Formula




“A blueprint for constructing a good society arrives when we most need it. Christakis has outrageous optimism, rooted firmly in biological and social science, that we will prevail. With a voice that is joyous and uplifting, he teaches us about the core of our nature—this obligatory patterning of ourselves into units called society, with the building blocks being love, friendship, cooperation, and learning. What an enlightened house this blueprint will build if we, the occupants, heed his message about the possibilities that lie within us.”

—Mahzarin R. Banaji, author of Blindspot




“Blueprint is a timely, powerful, and riveting demonstration of the inherent suite of sensibilities that drive our social life and cultural evolution. An authoritative integration of the social and evolutionary sciences, this engrossing work’s great achievement is to definitively shift the focus of social inquiry from what differentiates us to our common humanity, and to show that, while we may be primed for conflict, we are also hardwired for love, friendship, and cooperation, inviting us, should we choose, toward a humane society.”

—Orlando Patterson, author of The Cultural Matrix
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