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About me (Stuart Sorensen) 
 

I’m a bloke who likes to learn. I’m also a mental 
health nurse and have been since 1995 so it’s not 
surprising that I have an abiding interest in people 

and what makes them (us) tick. 
 

In the past I’ve been a ward nurse and a 
community nurse. I’ve worked in elderly care and 

hostels for the homeless. I’ve been about a bit, as 
the say. And everywhere I’ve gone I’ve met people 
- wonderful, confusing, fascinating people. 

 
I’m a ‘hit it with a stick’ Northerner. To put that in 

plain English my default belief is that if you can’t 
‘hit it with a stick’ it’s probably not real. Of course 
nowadays the sticks we hit stuff with may be a bit 

more subtle than tree branches – they may be 
electrons in a sophisticated microscope, for 

example. But the point still holds. I need evidence 
to make sense of the world. 

 

Why this series was written 
 

I’ve spent my career trying to find a reasonable explanation for why people 
behave the way they do and evolutionary psychology might just be the way 

forward – or it might not. I won’t know until I’ve done the research for this blog 
project. 
 

So I’m setting myself a long term project to try to get to the bottom of 
evolutionary psychology from first principles to – well ….. to whatever level of 

sophistication I can manage to attain. Only time will tell. 
 
Please feel free to accompany me on this little journey and do please comment. 

I’ll be very grateful for constructive criticism. I know that there are many people 
far more knowledgeable in this topic than I am at present and I’d value your 

guidance. 
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1: Introduction 
 

Every year I teach myself something but this year will be a little different. This 
year will account for only half the project. I have turned my attention to the 
fascinating subject of ‘evolutionary psychology’ and it will take more than a 

single year to get my head around this remarkable topic. I estimate that it’ll take 
at least two years (and possibly longer) to get even a basic grasp of this complex 

but fascinating subject. So…. 
  

I’ve been planning this for a while but now I think 
I’ve got enough ‘down’ to begin. Undoubtedly this 
series will change a lot over time, it’s as much a way 

for me to aid my own study as anything else (I have 
no tutor to set assignments or mark my work here) 

so the chances of this outline being truly 
representative of the finished article are slim. But, 
from my perspective today, 4 months in to my self-

imposed studies, this is what I expect to cover. 
  

Do feel free to comment and to criticise 
(constructively please) as that’s the next best thing 
to a tutor marking my work. This is very definitely 

my attempt to distil new information. I make no 
claims to expertise here – so please view each entry 

as a student’s essay trying to make sense of it all. I 
plan to include… 
  

Contents list 
 

Part 2 - Mental modules 
  

4 Why Freud was nearly right 
6 The unthinking mental module 

9 Pattern recognition 
11 Bias 
14 Empathy and altruism 

16 What’s culture got to do with it?  
19 Heading into dangerous territory 

21 Emotion and morality 
22 Kin selection 
23 Group selection 

26 Reputation, gossip and hypocrisy 
28 Group conformity 

29 Sexual strategies 

32 The Madonna/whore dichotomy 

35 Female strategy (Madonnas and whores) 
37 Some criticisms and rebuttals 

41 Rape 
44 Rape as a weapon of war or political policy 
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Part 2 – Mental modules 
 

Hard wired 14: Why Freud was almost right 
 

Love him or loathe him, nobody seriously can deny that Sigmund Freud 
dominated Western psychological thought for most of the 20th century. Many of 
his fundamental terms are household words and the psychoanalytic industry he 

spawned is worth a fortune today. 

And yet even from the beginning Freud had his critics. Science philosopher Karl 
Popper not only described Freud’s theories as wrong but ‘unfalsifiable’. In the 
eyes of Popper (& many others including myself) this is much, much worse than 
merely being wrong. That’s because ‘being wrong’ is a normal part of the 

scientific process of discovery. We learn from our mistakes and we grow. That’s 
not a problem. 

To be ‘unfalsifiable’ is to have no mechanism – no process – for uncovering 
mistakes. According to Popper that’s not science, it’s ‘psuedoscience’ or even 

‘nonsense’. This seems strange at first. After all if there’s no way to prove me 
wrong, that should mean I’m right, shouldn’t it? Actually no. 

What if I told you that aliens are using magic to intervene in our lives according 
to their own mysterious but ultimately benevolent plan? There is no way to prove 

me wrong. Every piece of evidence you present can be countered with: 

“Ah yes, but the ways of the aliens are strange.” 

It’s nonsense, of course, I just made it up but you can’t prove that. My belief in 
benevolent, magical aliens is unfalsifiable and according to Popper that makes it 
nonsense at worst and psuedoscience at best. 

So it is with Freud. His theories might be right (although personally I doubt it) 
but how can we know? Whatever objection I might raise to ‘falsify’ the theories of 

the ‘Electra complex’, the ‘Oedipus complex’ or ‘penis envy’ can easily be 
dismissed by the Freudian by appealing to unconscious motivation, projection or 
some ill-defined ‘defence mechanism’ that prevents me from understanding the 

truth. Ultimately the Freudian can even resort simply to saying:  
 

“Ah yes, but the ways of the unconscious are strange.” 

There is no way to falsify Freud’s 
theories and therefore there is no way 
to prove them either. 

But let’s not be too hard on Freud. It’s 
true that with the perspective of 

hindsight some of his ideas seen 
outlandish but he was a man of his 

time. Freud was a pioneer and like all 
pioneers he made some mistakes but 
he was still a genius – however 

strange his theories may seem today. 

In terms of evolutionary theory he was hampered by the now outdated 
Lamarckian theory that may well have influenced some of his ideas about ‘wish 
fulfilment’ but without him it’s doubtful that we’d be anywhere near as informed 

as we are today. And he got a lot of things right. 
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Freud’s ideas about the unconscious mind, wrapped up as they were in notions of 
fantastical symbolism and sexual fantasy seem from a modern perspective to be 

beyond the pail but the basic idea is sound enough. We are far from conscious of 
our evolved motivations – largely because natural selection has favoured those 
ancestors who weren’t. The idea that evolution benefits self-knowledge (once a 

mainstream assumption) seems ridiculous today and so Freud’s theory of the 
unconscious becomes far more plausible. But it’s not all about sex and death. Oh 

no – our unconscious motivations, our ‘mental modules’ cover much more than 
that. 

Personally I have a lot of sympathy with Freud, even though I think his ideas 
were mostly nonsense. He was a man of his time and he was on the right lines. 

Our evolved mental modules are almost exclusively beyond conscious awareness 
and without Freud we’d probably still be clueless as to their true purpose. 

I mention Freud here to make a very important point: 

Most of what we do has evolutionary roots that we aren’t usually conscious of 

The reason that pride is so important, that nationalism recurs so regularly and 

that fathers protect not only children but also 2nd cousins is unconscious and 
even nonsensical until we think about evolution in general and genes in 
particular. The reason that people with long ear lobes tend (on average) to marry 

people who also have long ear lobes seems obscure until we consider kin 
selection in the pleistocene. The purpose of ostentatious displays of extravagance 

(even among the poor) is difficult to make sense of as is our ability to kill 
ourselves with saturated fats and sugars. The motivations for all these things 
make evolutionary sense and they are largely unconscious. 

For all his faults, Freud was almost right. 
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Hard wired 15: The unthinking ‘mental module’ 
 

It’s easy to understand how humans and other species evolved physical 
characteristics as a result of adaptation and natural selection. Helpful variations 
confer their advantages down through the generations whilst less helpful 

variations die out. So longer-legged (fast-running) wild horses outrun their 
predators but those with overly long legs suffer broken shafts and are eaten. The 
optimum leg length is maintained by natural selection. That’s straightforward 

enough. 

But what about mental and behavioural evolution? Evolved psychological traits 
are a little harder to grasp. To 
make sense of this fascinating 

topic it’s helpful to begin by 
considering evolved animal 

behaviours…. animal instincts, in 
other words. 

Animal instincts 

The following examples of 
instincts from the animal world 
are directly analogous to human 

behaviours that are often 
described as ‘just human 

nature’: 

Social (non reproductive), sexual behaviours (including promiscuous chimps and 
mutually masturbatory bonobos); 

Protective behaviours from cats with kittens to soldier ants defending their nests; 

Slave making behaviours such as ants carrying off pupae (above); 

Parasitic behaviours such as 
cuckoos laying eggs in the nests of 

other species; 

Flight distances that determine how 
close a gazelle will let the lion 
approach before it flees 

(abandoning its meal); 

The Ichneumon wasp (right) cruelly 
‘sacrificing’ caterpillars of other 
species so that its own young can 

thrive. 

It’s unlikely that all these creatures 
are fully aware of the implications of 
their actions – they act 
unconsciously and with sometimes 

ruthless efficiency. That’s instinct. 

Homo sapiens shares these same 
instincts, often with just as little 
awareness of their true motivation. 
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These instincts – these ‘mental modules’ , are just as influential for our physical 
behaviours (homemaking, status-seeking) as they are for our psychological 

behaviours (paranoia, pattern-seeking, deference to authority). 

Robert Wright’s acclaimed book The moral animal provides an accessible and 
detailed account of mental modules, using the life of Charles Darwin himself to 
illustrate the point. I won’t do the book justice here (I’ve read it twice so far and 

I still haven’t taken it all in). But I will try to give an outline. Here’s just one 
example… 

Loyalty 

Most people like the idea of loyalty – in fact they value it. Governments and 
religions, businesses and family groups alike consider it a great virtue. And yet 
even a moment of thought shows that in truth, loyalty is far from a universal 

virtue in the modern world and may actually be better thought of as a vice. 

Why loyalty is a vice 

People generally behave differently toward members 
of their own group than toward others. This is 

loyalty. So freemasons will favour other freemasons 
when seeking employees and racists give preference 

to strangers of their particular skin colour even 
though they know absolutely nothing more about 

them than. It doesn’t take much to realise just how unfair and unethical these 
sorts of distinctions, these group loyalties are. These are the more obvious of 
loyalty’s problems. There are other, less obvious but equally damaging examples 

too. 

Imagine a support worker who sees a visitor beating a vulnerable care home 
resident with a stick. What should the support worker do? 

The answer, of course, is obvious – he should report the assault in the knowledge 
that adult protection is his legal obligation. This would allow the law to step in, 
protect the victim and prosecute the abuser. 

There’s nothing very difficult about that. 

But what if the abuser was a friend and 
colleague? What if the abuser was the victim’s 
husband disciplining his wife in accordance with 

religious doctrine (a religion such as Islam, for 
example, which the support worker also 

followed)? 

The law is still the same. The abuse is still the same but the loyalties will be 
different. And that’s where the problems begin. 

Loyalty prevents us from doing what we believe to be right. When the 
support worker fails to report their colleague or fellow worshipper through loyalty 
they make continued abuse more likely. The same is true of ‘no grassing’ 

cultures where victims and bystanders alike are seen as disloyal to the group 
(think of schoolyards) or some vague notion of honour (think of adult crime). 

Loyalty that prevents reporting of offences is no more than an abusers’ charter.  

And yet that’s the whole point of loyalty – to get people to bend or even break 
the rules. Without loyalty people are likely to do what they believe to be right. 
Loyalty simply interferes with right action. Far from being a virtue it is a major 
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vice, a cause of great unfairness and superficial prejudice. So why do humans 
across the globe value it so highly? 

Loyalty as a universal human trait (hard wired) 

Remember our earlier discussion about the Environment of Evolutionary 
Adaptation (EEA)? That’s the environment in which most of our species’ 
characteristics were developed in response to the prevailing selection pressures. 

In that environment early humans (and their evolutionary predecessors) lived in 
small groups where survival. of every individual (and their genes) depended 
upon the survival of every other individual. They were truly interdependent in 
ways that modern humans generally can only imagine. In order to survive they 

had to help each other, ensure mutual co-operation and, if they came into 
contact with other human groups, make sure that their own kin didn’t lose out. 

The principle of loyalty was born. 

The mental module of loyalty 

We covered heuristics in an earlier post too. The mental shortcut that gets us to 
solve problems without having to think about them. Loyalty is an heuristic. It’s a 

mental module hardwired since the pleistocene that says  

“Favour members of your own group”. 

In the early days of human evolution that may 
have been a vital principle but today it’s just 
unfair and unethical. Nationalism, sexism, racism 

and a host of other ‘isms’ really just boil down to 
arbitrary loyalties based upon irrelevancies such 
as skin colour, religious cultural tradition and 

place of birth. 

And now the good news 

The universal nature of loyalty based cultures 
shows us that this particular mental module is 
hard wired. And yet many people have managed 

to get beyond these petty loyalties and act in 
accordance with their conscience instead. This 
must give us cause for optimism. 

The fact that whistle-blowers exist and that most people have moved beyond 
racism shows that it is possible to overcome hard-wired mental modules. I 

suspect that greater understanding will go a long way toward this goal as we 
discover more and more about the various mental modules bequeathed to us by 

our earliest human and pre human ancestors. Knowledge is power. If we want to 
outgrow the primitive behaviour of homo-habilis we’ll do well to try to 
understand him/her first. 
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Hard wired 16: Pattern recognition 
 

Look at these numbers. What comes next? 

2….. 4…….  

I may be wrong but my guess is that you chose 
either the number six or the number eight. That’s 

because depending upon the pattern you first 
thought of you’ll either add two or you’ll double 
the last number. In either case you’d be wrong. 

Actually the next number in the sequence should 
be sixteen. Each number in the sequence is the 

last number squared (multiplied by itself). 

That’s the problem with patterns – they lead us 
astray with stunning regularity. And yet still we 
try to find them. We have an inbuilt pattern-

recognition mechanism that never stops. And it’s 
not just sequences although they’re common 
enough and leading to all manner of assumptions 

about ’cause and effect’.  

Cynical politicians often create patterns 

Why patterns? 

It’s not hard to see why this obsession with patterns prevailed in the ancestral 
environment. The early hunter-gatherer who learned to recognise the association 
between plants and water would have a distinct advantage over those who didn’t. 

The homo erectus who understood that birds falling silent is often part of a 
pattern involving dangerous predators would certainly have the edge. So our 

species evolved pattern recognition as a very effective survival strategy. It’s true 
that this sort of inference (the assumption of danger) can lead to over caution on 

occasion but that probably wasn’t such a bad thing in the circumstances. 

But that’s not the whole story. The human obsession with patterns and 
sequences also leads us to imagine patterns in the things we see and hear from 
faces in clouds (or even wallpaper and embers) to words and phrases in the 
wind. And the patterns we identify are often far from real. So we get spooked by 

shadows and led astray by random events that seem to come in order.  

Believing nonsense (the illusion of pattern) 

So humans kid themselves into believing in nonsense like astrology and bizarre 
‘medical’ treatments. We become convinced that bad things come in threes or 
that because two unpleasant things have happened already this morning we’re in 

for ‘one of those days’. We see patterns everywhere. What’s worse – once we hit 
upon a ‘pattern’ (real or imagined) other processes known as ‘selective 
abstraction’ and ‘confirmation bias’ tend to keep us convinced that we’re right. 

We’ll cover confirmation bias and selective abstraction later. For now it’s enough 
to know that both of these mental modules serve to persuade us that we’re right 

and to resist self doubt. 

This process of imagining patterns, confirmation bias and stubbornness can have 
extremely unfortunate results. It leaves us open to persuasion. That’s why the 
most skilled and influential political speakers give three illustrations of their most 
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important points? They know that three is the magic number to create the 
illusion of a pattern and that once established in the mind of the listener that 

illusion will be hard to break. 

Human gullibility 

The truth is that our species’ love of patterns, 
our obsession with trying to place everything 

around us into recognisable, pre-existing 
categories makes us extremely vulnerable.  

This is the aspect of our evolved psychology, 
perhaps more than any other that makes us 

gullible and easy to manipulate. It leads to 
superstition and the prevalence of people who’d 

never dream of playing an important sporting 
match without their ‘lucky’ cricket box or without 
reciting their favourite pre-match prayer. It’s 

why the actor John Wayne always insisted on 
carrying the same ‘six-shooter’ in every Western. 

He’d created an assumption of cause and effect 
that had nothing to do with reality. 

It’s also why the primitive cause and effect assumption of tribal weather Gods 
eventually merged into a single deity called Jahweh and ultimately morphed into 

the three modern versions of the God of Abraham (see The evolution of God by 
Robert Wright).  

The illusion of control 

This obsession with patterns and ‘lucky’ ritual has led 
to self-important, metaphysical or religious rituals 
from the repetitive behaviours of obsessive-

compulsive disorders to the ‘hail Mary’ of Roman 
Catholicism, the ingestion of ‘transubstantiated’ flesh 

in Holy Communion and the masochism of the 
flagelant. In each case the assumption is the same: 

If I get the ritual right I (or God/the universe) can 
influence the world, the weather, other people or 
whatever to behave as I would like them to.  

It’s also why gamblers kid themselves that the next 
random throw of the dice is ‘due’ to fall on a 6 or why 
their lottery numbers are bound to come up soon. It’s 
because of an entirely baseless assumption that 

essentially random events follow patterns that exist 
only in the human mind. 

In later posts we’ll explore some of these ideas as we consider selective 
abstraction, arbitrary inference, confirmation bias and the gambler’s fallacy in 

more detail. 
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Hard wired 17: Bias 

In this post we’ll consider three of the most widespread (and misleading) of our 
evolved mental modules. We’ll look at ‘selective abstraction‘, ‘arbitrary inference’ 
and ‘confirmation bias’. Each of these is related in its own way to pattern 

recognition as described in part 16. 

What’s most interesting from an evolutionary perspective is that these three 
aspects of human psychology, although universal, may not be advantageous in 
themselves. They may, in fact, be no more than evolutionary by products of 

pattern recognition. 

There are many examples of by products, 
both physical and psychological. Certain 
genes seem to confer a variety of traits 

as though some evolutionary advantages 
cannot exist without other less positive or 

neutral correlates. The trade off between 
sickle cell anemia and protection from 
malaria discussed in part 9 is an excellent 

example. Evolution isn’t perfect and so 
neither is the human body – or the 

human mind. 

Sometimes these extra ‘add on’ characteristics can fool us. They look like the 
evolved characteristic that was favoured by natural selection but they’re not – 
they’re just the baggage that comes along with it. They’re what Stephen Jay 

Gould described as evolutionary ‘spandrels’. 

‘Spandrels’ are the triangular blank spaces we see at the top of arches. They 
serve no structural purpose but in an arched building, a cathedral for example, 
they are inevitable by products of construction. However some spandrels, 
structurally useless by products or not, are so finely decorated that it’s easy to 

convince ourselves that they were the builders’ main focus and not the arch. So 
it is with evolutionary spandrels. They’re purely coincidental but they have the 

appearance of selected traits. 

The tendency to see patterns and to 
concentrate only upon what is relevant 
has real advantages. Work on expertise 

and efficiency shows us the need to 
weed out irrelevancies from attention 
but along with that undeniably helpful 

tendency we find a few ‘spandrels’. As 
we consider these three ‘less than 

helpful’ psychological traits it will be 
helpful to remember that ‘evolved’ 
doesn’t necessarily mean ‘inevitable’. It 

does seem to be possible to resist these 
traits, however hard-wired they may 

be. As ever, knowledge is power. 

Which pattern is most relevant? 
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Selective abstraction 

As we know, experts and other, efficient problem-solvers develop a consistent 
ability to see relevant patterns without being distracted by irrelevancies. For 
most of us though there seems to be an equally consistent problem, at least until 

we gain experience in understanding just what is and is not relevant. We tend to 
focus as much upon irrelevancies as we do upon the relevant. 

Experts rely upon experience to recognise which aspects of the current situation 
are relevant. They use memory of previous events to find meaningful patterns in 

the present. They notice similarities and take action accordingly. As do we all.  

The problem comes when non-experts (that means all of us most of the time) try 
to identify meaningful patterns. We tend to notice what fits our existing 
assumptions and worldview. We also tend to ignore or under-emphasise any 

information that doesn’t fit. In short we selectively abstract the evidence that we 
already agree with and filter out everything else. 

This means that whatever we first believe 
tends to stick (even if it’s wrong). That’s 

why no amount of contrary evidence will 
dissuade the racist, the religious 

extremist or the political zealot from their 
chosen opinion. They literally discount all 

the information that doesn’t support their 
preconceptions. It’s also why humans are 
so easy to manipulate. The manipulator 

sets up a worldview and we do the rest. 
Abu Qatada       

Psychological priming is a common sales and persuasion trick. Prime the prospect 
to think of a certain price range so that whatever is offered is seen through that 
particular lens.  

In politics priming is just as easy. For example the current UK government has 
successfully primed much of the population to believe that disabled people are 

‘scroungers’ and that unemployed people are lazy. Neither of these assertions 
are objectively true but that doesn’t matter. Selective abstraction means that 
these ideas are difficult to shake. 

The same is true of labelling. For example, tell someone how generous or how 

clever they are often enough and there’s a good chance that they’ll look for 
opportunities to prove it (providing, of course, that they like the label you give 
them). Even our self-concept is open to manipulation by those who know how to 

use selective abstraction to full effect. 

Selective abstraction is a psychological spandrel that really does have serious 
consequences. 

Confirmation bias is very much related to selective abstraction. Indeed, if 
confirmation bias is the ‘intention’, selective abstraction is the ‘mechanism’ by 
which we lead ourselves astray. It’s possible that confirmation bias and the 

perceived need to be right (or to be seen to be right) is also related to the drive 
for status and dominance but it’s no less dangerous for that. 
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We touched upon the process of 
confirmation bias in part 2 when we 

discussed what Karl Popper described 
as the demarcation problem: the 
difference between science, 

psuedoscience and nonsense. Science 
works because it only accepts what it 

cannot disprove and the scientific 
method is all about sincerely 
attempting to disconfirm hypotheses. 

In so doing scientists are careful to 
consider all the available evidence. 

Psuedoscience and nonsense focus 
only upon confirmatory evidence via 
selective abstraction and so fail to 

make meaningful new discoveries. 

Confirmation bias serves to blind us to 
reality and exacerbates our mistakes. 

Arbitrary inference 

The ability to plan ahead, to imagine the future is a rare trait within the animal 
kingdom. It’s been a real advantage to humans. It’s also based upon the ability 
to recognise patterns and to predict what they will look like over time. And just 

like other pattern recognition modules it’s open to error. 

When we predict the future we’re making an inference. We take what we already 
know and imagine how things we already understand will play out over time. 
Sometimes our inferences are based upon sound evidence but not always. 

Sometimes they’re based upon beliefs and ideologies that are not remotely 
evidence-based. These inferences are arbitrary. 

The trouble with Arbitrary inference is that a single error can have dramatic 
consequences as each new assumption compounds the problem. Consider the 

following example… 

John and Mary are engaged. They have been together for 5 years (living together 
for three years) and plan to wed in a few months. One night Mary tells John that 
she’s going out with some old friends. John makes several arbitrary inferences…. 

Mary’s going out with her old friends 
That crowd used to go out ‘on the pull’ 

Mary’s going out to get laid 
Mary can’t be trusted 
Mary doesn’t love me 

Mary wants to break it off 
Mary will leave me soon 

If Mary dumps me I’ll be humiliated 
I should dump Mary first 

Clearly this is a fairly dramatic example but these things do happen. The problem 
isn’t with our tendency to recognise patterns though, it’s with our tendency to 

accept patterns uncritically. The thing all these psychological spandrels have in 
common is their lack of critical thinking. 
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If we are to overcome our evolved tendencies to mislead ourselves and those 
around us we must begin by developing the habit of true deliberation and by 

accepting the fact that our initial assumptions may be wrong. 

 

Hard wired 18: Empathy and altruism 
 

The animal within 

What does it mean to call someone an 
‘animal’? What does it mean to be 
‘inhuman’? To put it another way….. 

what are the characteristics of 
humanity that that set us apart from 
other great apes? 

Naturalistic theory (gene based) 

Dutch psychologist Frans De Waal 
believes that question is misleading in 

itself. That’s not to suggest that there 
are no differences between humans 

and other animals. Rather, De Waal 
suggests that all our human 
characteristics evolved from (& can be 

glimpsed in) other animals. They may 
not always be so well developed in 

other animals but they’re there. 

So: 

 Our tendency toward patriotism and nationalism is mirrored in the group 
living and inter group violence of other primates; 

 Our inherent sense of justice has parallels not only in primate behaviour 

but also the reciprocal behaviours (and outrage at cheats) of a range of 
mammals from the great apes to wolves and even bats; 

 Our species’ tendency to experiment with varying methods of heterosexual 
and homosexual sex is shared throughout the natural world (especially 

among our close cousins, the bonobos); 

 ‘Human’ charity and selfless altruism exist not only among many mammals 
but indeed our rather weak-willed version of kindness is far surpassed by 
many, not least by the social insects. 

In short De Waal argues that there is very little about humanity that cannot also 
be found elsewhere in the animal kingdom. Even our cultural developments such 

as fidelity, fealty and honesty have their roots deep in our evolutionary past. 

Veneer theory (culturally led) 

Veneer theory is also interested in human culture but it differs from naturalistic 
theory in that Veneer theorists see human culture as an almost artificial overlay, 

a ‘veneer’ laid on top of human society but lacking in other animals. 

As we know already from our earlier discussion of evolutionary theory in part 3 
progress is gradual and each new development builds upon what has gone 
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before. So it seems more than a little odd suddenly to change the rules just 
because we’re talking about humans. In fact from my perspective it seems 

almost as though Veneer theorists are trying to retain a sense of ‘special status’ 
for humans. 

Of course there’s nothing new in this. Darwin’s bulldog himself, Thomas Huxley, 
advocated much the same idea in the late 19th century. The term ‘veneer theory 

itself is much more modern, being coined by De Waal himself as a label for the 
theory he was so keen to criticise in his book ‘Primates and philosophers: How 
morality evolved’ 

It is unfortunate that the whole of ‘veneer theory’ rests upon the idea that 
human morality appeared ‘by chance’ without, so far as I have been able to 

ascertain any evidence supporting that assertion. Veneer theory truly does seem 
to me to be a mere act of faith. As such I will devote no more time to it – at least 

not in its purest sense. 

Naturalistic veneer theory (culture as an expression of the genetic 
imperative) 

Robert Wright, in his book ‘The moral animal’ attempts to bridge the gap. His 
argument is sometimes expressed as the ‘Russian doll theory’ in which every 
evolved individual contains within him an infinite regression of evolutionary 

predecessors. 

Russian doll theory sees morality (and by extension ‘culture’) as the inevitable 
result of evolved animal expediency. Whereas chimps are territorial and 
aggressive toward newcomers for practical reasons, we humans rationalise our 

evolved (naturalistic) brutality and develop a cultural ‘veneer’ called loyalty. In 
this way we can pretend that our patriotic (I might say jingoistic) viciousness is 

somehow ‘moral’ and yet the primate drive remains. Australopithecus afarensis, 
Homo erectus and Homo habilis lie just beneath the veneer of the outermost 
‘Russian doll’ or Homo sapien. 

Russian dolls and empathy 

Let’s take an example. 

Empathy, that perennial favourite of 
anti evolutionist creationists involves 
two distinct traits. Humans generally 

possess both of these: 

1. Emotional contagion: Experiencing 
what others feel (the emotional 
equivalent of a contagious yawn); 

2.  Empathy: The ability to understand 
another individual’s feelings 

intellectually (without having to feel it 
yourself). 

Interestingly all the non-human great apes together with elephants and dolphins 
demonstrate emotional contagion although only humans and bonobos have been 

shown to possess empathy. In other words the human trait of empathy is just as 
evolved as our bipedal gait and our opposable thumbs. 

As I made clear from the beginning of this series I’m writing it to aid my own 
studies and I value comments that help me learn. As it stands currently I find 
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myself convinced of naturalistic veneer theory but I may well be wrong. If you 
know better please let me know. 

 

Hard wired 19: What’s culture got to do with it? 
 

This series began with an overview of the 
theory of evolution by means of natural 
selection. Then we moved on to discuss 
the evolutionary roots of human 

psychology. Most people might expect 
that such an endeavour would provide 

insights when dealing with individuals but 
why introduce culture? The short answer 
is that in relation to Homo sapiens there 

is no real difference. Here’s why…. 

Group size 

As we know, Homo sapiens and our immediate predecessors in the Environment 
of Evolutionary Adaptation (EEA) existed in small groups, probably of up to a 
maximum of around 150 individuals. In reality, of course group size would vary 

greatly but the 150 maximum seems reasonable in the light of research among 
modern humans. 

This ‘village’ or ‘small tribe’ model meant that complicated intrigues and political 
brinkmanship, although they may have existed, seem likely to have been very 

different from those of today. In a society where everyone knows everyone else 
and where altruism and co-operation is rewarded the stereotypical ‘two-faced’ 
politician could not thrive. So our species evolved to make judgements based 

upon what we see. 

Heuristics 

In an earlier post we introduced the concept of evolved heuristics. These are the 
mental ‘shortcuts’ that allow us to act without spending a lot of time thinking. 
These heuristics presumably served us well in the EEA when life, although 
undoubtedly hard was also simpler and so easier to understand. 

One such heuristic is the idea that ‘what you see is what you get’. 

‘Seeing is believing‘ in other words. 

As we shall see this evolved heuristic, although undoubtedly useful and adaptive 
in the EEA often just gets in the way today. It’s just too convincing. 

Language 

As Homo sapiens evolved we acquired a big brain and increasingly sophisticated 
language, and with them the ability to handle more and more abstract thoughts. 
Language helps us not only to see with our own eyes but also to hear about 

events and to discuss their meaning. We can interpret what we see. 

Pattern recognition 

Before we can begin to relate these psychological adaptations to modern human 
culture we need to revisit the idea of ‘pattern recognition‘. As culture is based 
upon consistent values and behaviours these too have evolved in relation to 
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predictable, observable patterns and the interpretations we create to explain 
them. For example, the predictable midday heat in certain equatorial countries 

gave rise to the ‘siesta’ culture whereas life in North European boglands gave rise 
to a culture of water spirits and marsh Gods. 

Cognition and memes 

These factors combine to create explanations that are communicated throughout 
the society as memes. These shared memes prompt group norms, customs, 
values and beliefs. In other words, as the memes accumulate they create 

cultures. 

Over time these memes develop more sophisticated explanations in step with 
increasing knowledge and understanding throughout the society. That’s the 
cognition part. It’s interesting that these new explanations often lose the original 

meaning and yet continue to be used as justification. Such evolved memes, 
beliefs and norms are known as ‘traditions‘. 

However the really interesting thing is that even when these culture-building 
memes are shown over time to be false they retain their authority. That’s the 

power of evolved psychology. 

Let’s look at a couple of hypothetical examples. I should stress that (in the 
absence of a time machine) there is no way to know how accurate these 
speculations might be but they will serve as examples of the process, if not the 

specific facts in question. 

Moon memes – and a cultural overlay 

Basic drive -  

Early humans needed to make sense of the world and yet they had almost no 
understanding of the science and knowledge we take for granted today. They had 

no awareness of germs for example and yet they saw people become ill and die 
when exposed to disease. They also had no clue about astronomy but they saw 
the different phases of the moon and realised that whatever was going on was 

beyond their control. 

Heuristics 

They developed the mental shortcuts that diseased 
people should be avoided and that the moon is 
stronger than humans. They also had the pre-existing 
heuristic that ‘seeing is believing’. 

Pattern recognition 

Imagine life without artificial lighting. How dark would the nights be? How many 
wild animals might lurk unseen just beyond the campfire’s glow? 

Then consider a moonlit night. How many more of these would be predators 
might you see. Remember that seeing is believing. If you see more predators on 

moonlit nights there must be more predators. You’ve found a pattern. 

Meme 

A new meme develops. The powerful moon influences earthly events when it’s 
biggest (remember it’s not actually bigger, just differently lit but it looks bigger 
and seeing is believing. 
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Developing explanation Missing the original point 

As society develops science and begins to 
understand gravitational forces a new 
explanation develops to make sense of the 

moon’s apparent power. It’s the idea that a 
bigger moon exerts a stronger gravitational pull 

affecting humans and causing lunacy. This, of 
course, has nothing to do with the original issue 
of wildlife but that’s OK. Ideas evolve. 

Explanation disproved  

The ‘increased gravity’ explanation is still popular today even though we all know 
that the moon is no larger when it’s ‘full’ so can’t exert any gravitational 

increase. Yet the cultural meme continues (incidentally all astrological memes are 
equally easy to dismiss) because its original appeal, the need to make sense of 
the world remains. 

 

This next one probably comes from an even earlier, pre-human stage in our 
species’ development…. 

Early primate groups competing for territory 

Basic drive  

Just like modern chimpanzees our early primate ancestors almost certainly had 
to compete for territory. Indeed, throughout recorded history humans have 
fought each other for living space in just the same way. 

It seems likely that the drive for group survival and kin loyalty is very ancient 
indeed. 

Heuristics  

The mental shortcut supporting this drives are very simple: 

‘In group: good – out group: bad’ 
‘Seeing is believing’. 

Pattern recognition  

It wouldn’t take long to realise that those 
who look or behave differently are 
usually outsiders (and therefore bad). 
This gives rise to some unfortunate 

cultural memes…. 

Meme  

People with different skin colours are 
bad; 
People with different customs are bad. 

Developing explanation missing the 
original point 

 
The developed explanation (we might even say excuse) for this group based 
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discrimination is the notion that ‘Johnny foreigner’ (as defined by colour, religion 
or cultural background) is inferior intellectually and morally. This was the 

assumption that led to a range of psuedoscientific ‘hierarchies’ over the centuries 
as well as the travesty of social Darwinism and the eugenics movement. 

Explanation disproved  

DNA, anthropological studies, academic and physiological comparisons all 
disprove this psuedoscientific nonsense but the meme persists because its real 
basis is pre-human territorial conflict in the Environment of Evolutionary 

Adaptation. It’s primal, it’s unthinking and it’s utterly inappropriate for the 
modern world. 

Postscript 

In this post I’ve tried to pull together some of the threads already introduced 
throughout the series. As always I welcome constructive criticism. I’m writing 
this series so that I can learn about evolutionary psychology so feel free to put 

me straight if you know better. 

 

Hard wired 20: Heading into dangerous territory 

I haven’t updated the Hard-wired blog series for a long time. That’s partly 

because I’ve been busy doing other things, partly because I’ve been learning 
more about the subject of evolutionary psychology and partly because I’m 
actually a little reluctant to put what I’ve been learning ‘out there’ in an easily 

accessible blog. 

That’s because I know what might happen. I may well find myself under attack 
from a range of ideological groups (some radical, some not) who may well react 
defensively to the insights I’ve learned over the last year or so. Ironically I even 

understand more fully than before why that might happen in evolutionary terms 
– not that such insight will make the attacks, should they happen, any easier to 
deal with. 

Nevertheless – the series really can’t progress without some understanding of 
these basic principles of universal human nature and the less than pleasant 
realities of many of societies most treasured institutions and ideological 
assumptions. So I’m going to rely upon the relative lack of comments that  my 

blog usually attracts (or indeed doesn’t attract) and press on anyway. Who 
knows – I might just get away with it! 

In any event I’m about to attack many of the underlying principles of morality, 
social organisation, the judiciary, political systems, religion and the family unit. 

Don’t expect it to be pretty. It will, however be sincere. 

 
The universal emotion 

 
Much of our ‘morality’, our sense of right and wrong is driven by emotions. 
Emotions are the sticks that natural selection used to drive us to take particular 

courses of action in particular circumstances. And those behaviours won out in 
the natural selection ‘race’ because they increase reproductive fitness. That’s it. 

That’s all natural selection ever responds to. The greater your genes’ chances of 
reproducing, the greater will be those same genes’ chances of being selected in 

the ongoing process of evolution.  
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That’s why all humans experience the same set of emotions – they’re universal 

because they’re hard-wired. Indeed they’re so hard-wired that most people never 
even consider the possibility that they might have been different. We’re all 
familiar with frustration, guilt, anger, sadness, anxiety and the many incremental 

emotions leading directly to sexual intercourse from simple lust and the urge to 
possess to more complex feelings of love, protective urges and jealousy. We all 

know and understand these emotions because we have all experienced them – 
and we know that other humans experience them too. What we rarely consider is 
the idea that there might be other emotions that we don’t experience but that 

others do.  
 

Of course there aren’t any variations here. Human animals experience the same 
emotions across all races or cultures. Even the occasional aberration (sociopaths 
for example) remain the same from race to race and culture to culture. For 

emotions to be different from what they are is unthinkable. That’s because 
they’re genetically determined – they evolved in our DNA and they have been as 

they are for a very long time indeed. And they exist not to help society as a 
whole, nor are our emotions (and the behaviours they prompt) there to ensure 
the survival of other people or animals, although that may well be their 

immediate effect. Our emotions evolved purely to help increase out reproductive 
fitness. That is all. 

 
Have you ever stopped to wonder why 
you feel empathy or sympathy, for 

example? Have you ever asked yourself 
what feelings of guilt are for or why 

guiltiness increases when the likelihood of 
discovery also goes up? 

 
Why do we feel moral indignation and 
what’s the purpose of gossip? For that 

matter why on earth would hostility be 
more common when there’s an audience 

to witness it? And why do humans get so 
wound up about ‘the principle of the thing’ 
when they feel slighted? 

 
Perhaps more significantly, why is it that extremist ‘street movements’ like the 

far right ‘English defence League’ and ‘Britain First’ draw so much of their 
support from single young men who seem to have such limited ‘reproductive 
potential’? Why are some young women attracted to promiscuity and polygamy 

whilst others hold out for lifelong commitment with a single man instead? 
 

For that matter why is that lifelong commitment so hard to maintain? What’s the 
real cause of the ‘7 year itch’ and why can’t we believe even our own 
protestations of undying love? To put it another way – have human beings more 

in common with Gibbons or with Bonobos? 
 

If you’re interested in the answers to these and other questions then read on – 
but prepare to be offended. This is far from a politically correct blog series but it 
will be a sincere (and I hope scientifically sound) one. 
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Hard wired 21: Emotion and morality 
 

In the previous post I made the claim that emotions drive our behaviour and that 
morality is in fact much more self-serving than most of us would like to admit. I 
gave an illustration of this in an earlier post (part 15 of the series) when we 

discussed loyalty. This human drive which links both to emotionality and to 
morality is actually one of the basest of our inbuilt behaviour, born as it is out of 

xenophobia and paranoia and useful only in so far as it allows us to feel good 
about doing bad things. 

 
The fact that loyalty feels moral is precisely the point. It’s the psychological rule 
of thumb (be loyal) that gives rise to emotions (guilt, anxiety) whenever we 

consider being disloyal. Those irrational emotions allow us to behave badly to 
those outside our own group with a clear conscience. We are convinced by the 

emotions we feel that loyalty is good, even though the behaviours that loyalty 
prompts are inherently unfair, even cruel. 
 

It would be bad enough if it was only loyalty 
that so confused our moral sense – our 

notions of right and wrong. However, as 
shall see, loyalty is but one example of a 
much more widespread psychological 

problem. The reality is that human beings 
are not only irrational – we are essentially 

hypocritical, self-serving, cruel and 
gratuitously vindictive. What’s worse, most 
of the time we don’t even know it. 

 
That’s another purpose of the unthinking 

mental short-cut, the heuristic we discussed earlier. It hides our true motives not 
only from others but from ourselves as well. Indeed – self-deception is a 
recurring and extremely important part of our evolved survival strategies. If we 

actually knew what we were doing we’d find it much harder to convince others 
that our intentions were pure. By deceiving ourselves about our true motives we 

become much better at deceiving others who, like us, are evolved organisms 
with a particularly sophisticated system for spotting liars and cheats. So we fool 
ourselves in order to fool others into trusting us as we lie and cheat our way 

through life.  
 

That’s precisely why the main drivers of behaviour are emotions rather than 
thoughts. Thinking things through makes it harder for us to deceive ourselves 
and that makes our attempts to deceive others easier to spot. We’re not rational 

creatures at all. We’re emotional animals with a peculiar knack for fooling 
ourselves into believing in the illusion of rationality. Such is the subtle deception 

that natural selection favoured so completely. The best liars convince 
themselves. Through self-deception they don’t just act sincere – they ARE 

sincere. This makes them easy to trust which gives them a reproductive 
advantage in terms not only of sexual activity but also in status and longevity. 
Consequently their DNA is more likely to make it through the generations at the 

expense of genes providing greater insight whose biological vehicles (apes and 
humans alike) just couldn’t compete in the mutually exploitative arenas of 

primate society and selective sexuality. 
 
Remember that the aim of natural selection (so far as unthinking processes can 

have an aim) is never to raise self-awareness – it’s just to raise 
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genetic/reproductive fitness and replicate genetic material. That’s it. As Dawkins 
put it in ‘The Greatest Show On Earth: The evidence for evolution’, we really are 

nothing more than elaborate DNA replicating machines. Everything we do and 
everything we feel has evolved to increase our prospects of transferring our DNA 
into the next generation.  

 

Hard wired 22: Kin selection 
 
As we know there is much, much more to reproductive fitness than merely 

having sexual intercourse. We increase our chances of reproducing by ensuring 
longevity (dead animals don’t breed), by increasing social status for males (high 
status males fertilise more females) and by ensuring effective nurturing in 

females (dead babies are an expensive waste of biological resources). If that last 
sentence seems sexist it’s because it is – at least it is by modern standards.  

 
Remember that our evolved traits and tendencies didn’t arise in the modern 
world – they evolved in the Environment of Evolutionary Adaptation (EEA) 

otherwise known as the Pleistocene era. This is the period that began around 2.5 
million years ago with the arrival of Homo erectus and ended around 12,000 

years ago. The Pleistocene predates civilisation as we know it today with the first 
cities only arising between 7,000 and 10,000 years ago, let alone modern 
notions of sexual equality. What seems sexist today was less of an issue then.  

 
The adaptive division of labour along gender lines would have been much less 

problematic than it is today. The differences between men and women so 
strenuously denied by some in today’s world evolved precisely because they 
helped our species to survive and thrive in the distant past. Small bands of 

hunter gatherers engaged in a constant battle against predation, starvation and 
the elements had little time to worry about the perceived unfairness of gender 

divisions. Indeed – the only divisions they were likely to consider were around 
kin and tribe. Little else matters very much in small, interdependent, subsistence 
economies. So for now we’ll talk about male status and female nurturing. Later 

we’ll consider the proprietary attitude of males to females, the constant male 
paranoia relating to cuckoldry and the remarkably unfair sexual double standard 

that leads to the remarkably irrational ‘Madonna/Whore dichotomy’. But for now 
we’ll keep it simple. 
 

 Strong, high status males 
get more sex. 

 Chaste, nurturing females 
get more male parental 
investment for their kids. 

 
Add to this a simple equation 

about relatives and we have the 
basis of mutual co-operation 

within family groups (tribes) intended to boost genetic fitness among those who 
share genetic material at the expense of those who do not. It’s important to 
remember that there is no need for individual Homo erectus, Homo habilis, or 

even Homo sapiens consciously to calculate these odds. They simply need to 
behave as if they had and that’s where emotions come in. Natural selection 

favoured those Hominids who favoured relatives because their genes survived 
more often than the genes of Hominids who did not. 
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The equation is based upon genetic closeness and it works like this…. 
 

 I carry 100% of my genetic material. 
 My son or daughter carries half of my genetic material. 
 My brother shares approximately half of my genetic material. 

 My brother’s son or daughter carries approximately a quarter of my 
genetic material. 

 My nephew’s son or daughter carries approximately one eighth of my 
genetic material. 

 

Since natural selection favours those animals who protect their own genetic 
material it makes sense for me to favour my closest relatives (in descending 

order) before I even consider helping those not directly related to me. 
Consequently, by favouring close relatives (even without understanding the 
genetic calculation) I make it more likely that my own genetic material will 

survive. As more of that genetic material survives (inevitably at the expense of 
the genetic material of those Hominids who do not survive) the species moves 

more and more toward a bias of helping relatives until eventually there is nobody 
left who thinks differently. Once this universal saturation of aiding relatives is 
reached the practice of favouring relatives can be described as a part of ‘Human 

nature’. 
 

This is why females are more likely to nurture, adopt or share the care of close 
relatives than the children of strangers. 
This is why men are more likely to defend the ‘honour’ of female relatives (even 

committing murder) than that of non-related women. 
This is also why step-children are significantly more likely to suffer neglect, 

abuse or even murder at the hands of step-fathers who would otherwise be 
expected to expend their parental resources nurturing somebody else’s genetic 

material. 
 
This whole process of favouring relatives for special consideration is known as 

kin-selection. It’s one of the evolutionary forces that leads to loyalty (in this case 
family loyalty) and is expressed in less formal language with maxims such as…. 

 
 “Blood is thicker than water” or  
 “Charity begins at home”. 

 
The fact that this kin selection has nothing to do with the personal qualities or 

deservingness of the relative to be helped is irrelevant. The deciding factor is 
genetic closeness. That’s what natural selection favoured and that’s what we’re 
stuck with today. We’d rather see a deserving stranger starve to death than a 

thoroughly unpleasant relative, especially a close relative. That may not be 
particularly fair or rational but it is the most viable option for our genes and that, 

in the final analysis is all that matters for natural selection purposes. 
 

Hard wired 23: Group selection 
 
In the last post we considered kin selection, the tendency of humans to favour 

close relatives (those with whom share the most genetic material) over 
strangers, regardless of how deserving of our help those strangers may be. 

However, whilst there is much to support the idea of kin selection it’s clearly not 
the whole story. Humans help all sorts of people, not just close relatives and kin 
selection just can’t account for that. But group selection can. 
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As hominid populations grew our human and pre-human ancestors must have 
come into contact more and more with non-relatives and they will have had to 

decide to co-operate (or not) with others from outside their immediate group of 
relatives. They needed a way to recognise who to help and who to ignore, or 
even attack. 

 
In an earlier post I described ‘Tit for tat’, the simple but incredibly effective 

programme of responses that won the evolutionary competition to decide who to 
co-operate with, without becoming an easy mark for exploiters. 
 

The idea was remarkably straightforward. In short it consisted of just 4 rules to 
apply to co-operative relationships with other programmes: 

 
 1. Never be the first to defect (defecting means ‘cheating’ to you and me) 
 2. Retaliate only after your partner has defected 

 3. Be prepared to forgive after carrying out just one act of retaliation 
 4. Adopt this strategy only if the probability of meeting the same player again 

exceeds 2/3. 
 
This simple protocol which could easily have evolved out of pre-existing kin 

selection protocols provides an effective (and unthinking) system for deciding 
who to work with and who to avoid. It relies upon repeated meetings to work, of 

course but in the Pleistocene the chances of repeated meetings would be pretty 
high. After all – lone humanoids weren’t likely to survive for long so group living 
was pretty much the only option. Consequently a Tit for tat protocol meant that 

those who were trustworthy survived to reproduce whilst those who were not 
trustworthy were ostracised, rejected or cast out. 

 
This elegant little heuristic isn’t just neat – it’s also still going strong. Think about 

modern human emotions and social morality in terms of Tit for tat: 
 

1. At first meeting do unto others as you would have them do unto you; 

2. If slighted feel anger and ‘righteous outrage’; 
3. Punish or ostracise the wrongdoer; 

4. Forgive the wrongdoer if he changes and repents (including undertakes 
not to do it again); 

5. Forgiveness is divine (and self-serving if you need co-operation to 

survive). 
 

As groups developed Tit for tat strategies (or rather became filled with increasing 
numbers of unconscious ‘Tit for tat’ operators) a different kind of group loyalty 
began. Kin selection was joined by ‘group selection’. Indeed – it is very likely 

that the shift from kin selection to group selection was the beginning of altruism. 
We can be nice to other members of our group (effectively everyone we’d ever 

meet during most of the Pleistocene era) because they can be relied upon to be 
nice to us in return. The payoff may not be immediate but it is owed – and it will 
be paid. It’s not just a free gift – it’s reciprocal altruism which, like most human 

behaviour is driven by emotion (in this case sympathy, empathy and 
compassion) rather than a rational calculation of the odds. 

 
This indiscriminate emotional driver which evolved in the context of small groups 
of familiar people looks rather different in the modern world where human 

altruism is directed not just at those we know but also at those we have never 
known. That’s because however reciprocal the original mechanism was the urge 

to help those in need is emotional. It feels unconditional. So altruism can be 
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directed outside our own group, ironically because when it evolved our own 
group was effectively all there was. There is however a downside to the drive for 

group selection and altruism….. 
 
I know that I can trust members of my 

own group but I can’t necessarily trust 
members of your group. So I’ll favour my 

own group over yours. In times of 
hardship and scarcity I’ll even seek to 
destroy your group to increase my 

group’s chances of obtaining precious 
resources. It’s easy to see how a small 

tribe of early humans might seek to drive 
away or even destroy a rival tribe during 
times of famine when food supplies 

dwindled. What many people don’t realise 
is that the same unconscious drive toward 

‘group selection’ is still going strong 
today. 
 

The more pressured and threatened a group feels the greater its hostility to 
other groups. The greater its xenophobia. This is as true for families as it is for 

social demographics, those whose livelihoods are threatened and, of course 
nation states. Jingoism, national pride, religious conflicts, political arguments and 
even football rivalries all become more vicious and heated as one or both side 

begins to feel threatened. You may feel good about flying your national flag but 
the reason it feels so positive is because you need to be able to ignore or even 

hurt immigrants or other foreign nationals without remorse. 
 

Not that there’s no benefit to feelings of remorse and guilt. When dealing with 
our own group it’s absolutely vital that we can feel bad if we’ve harmed another. 
That feeling of guilt and remorse will drive us to make amends – the conditions 

that allow us to be forgiven in a predominantly Tit for tat environment. 
 

If we don’t show remorse we don’t get 
forgiven. And let’s face it – we really 
need to be forgiven. That’s why 

convicted criminals who don’t show 
remorse in court receive harsher 

sentences than those who do. It makes 
no difference to the severity of the 
offence they committed but it prompts 

compassion and forgiveness from the 
judge. 

 
Make no mistake – guilt is a self-serving emotion. That’s why it’s so easy for 
most people to get past their initial feelings of guilt after a transgression once it 

becomes clear that they’ve ‘got away with it’. It’s also why guilty feelings 
increase as the likelihood of discovery grows. The emotion of guilt drives us to 

confess (when discovery is imminent) and try to make amends. But when 
discovery is not imminent most humans can justify most of their actions to 
themselves and move on without much remorse at all. The emotion has nothing 

to do with notions of right and wrong per se and everything to do with our own 
social standing. After all – the last thing we want is to be de-selected by the 
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group. In the Environment of Evolutionary Adaptation that would almost certainly 
have resulted in a hasty death. 

 
 

24: Reputation, gossip and hypocrisy 
 
In Anatol Rapoport’s original programme the Tit for tat strategy didn’t just 

survive – it took over the field almost completely as exploiters and cheats found 
their pool of victims grew smaller and smaller until they had no-one left to cheat 

and they died out. Of course that hasn’t happened in the real world – cheaters do 
exist but they’re not the majority (whatever the media might have us believe) 
and they tend not to be particularly popular. Indeed many of the worst exploiters 

(sociopaths for example) tend to 
need to move from town to town, 

city to city as successive 
populations grow wise to their 
antics.  

 
One of the problems with traits 

that evolved for small hunter-
gatherer groups is that they don’t 
always work well in large societies 

where movement from one small 
group to the next is easy and 

relatively safe. There is however 
one evolved trait that can help us even with this. We don’t just distrust those 
with a bad reputation – we also distrust those with no reputation. In the world of 

Tit for tat, ’no news’ most certainly is not ‘good news’. When we come across 
someone with no reputation to judge them by we need to rely upon other 

indicators. We need some quick mental shortcuts, some heuristics to help us 
decide whether or not to trust the stranger. And society has evolved exactly that. 
Moral codes are heuristic devices 

 
We evolved moral codes because they are fairly reliable, shorthand (heuristic) 

indicators of reliability in the social game of reciprocal altruism. Break them at 
your peril. You really need to be able to cope without the need of others’ goodwill 
if you want to break moral codes. 

 
This occasional lack of information leads us to another aspect of the reciprocal 

altruism equation – Non-zero sumness. 
 
Non-zero sum transactions are more than just 1:1 deals where each person gives 

and receives something of equal value. Non-zero sum transactions tend to 
benefit the recipients more than they disadvantage the provider in any 

transaction. Ideally each individual leaves feeling that they have gained more 
than they have given. This isn’t so unrealistic as it first sounds. 

 
Division of labour is a good example of a non-zero sum transaction. It may take 
me twenty hours to do the work of a skilled builder but take him only three 

hours. So he does that work for me and I pay him the money that would take me 
five hours to earn. I have spent the equivalent of five hours of my time getting a 

new wall built and he has gained five hours’ worth of wages for three hours work. 
Both parties have profited more than they gave. That’s a perfectly reasonable 
Non-zero sum transaction. In this case the deal was financial but it could just as 

easily have been something else. I could have ‘paid’ the builder with five hours’ 
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worth of counselling for his daughter, for example – we’d still both have profited 
more than we’d given in the spirit of reciprocal altruism. 

 
A significant ‘currency’ of non-zero 
sumness is information. I lose 

relatively little by letting you know 
where the best fruit trees are but you 

and your family gain significantly. In 
return you may tell me where the 
Bison are currently grazing, again with 

little cost to you but a huge potential 
pay-off to me. We may even decide to 

go hunting bison together thus 
profiting with half the meat from an 
animal that neither of us could hope to 

have brought down alone. 
 

It’s no coincidence that a major element of friendship is information exchange – 
in particular….. gossip. The potential advantages of gossip are indeed 
remarkable. When we talk about others we are creating reputations and we are 

breaking them. The last thing an exploiter needs is to be gossiped about. The 
last thing everyone else needs is for the exploiters misdeeds to remain secret. 

 
Arguably gossip is the glue that keeps social groups together just as surely as it 
is the destructive force that ruins reputations for those who transgress. That’s 

why adherence to society’s moral codes, irrational and nonsensical as they often 
are, is so important. If morality is the heuristic we use to spot exploiters, gossip 

is the way we spread the news. In human society reputation, particularly moral 
reputation is everything, whether we’d like to admit it or not. 

 
But there’s a problem with this. Morality often consists of little more than a set of 
rules intended to maintain the privileges of the powerful at the expense of the 

poor and the weak. Karl Marx famously described morality as the luxury of the 
rich – something that the poor simply could not afford. Indeed – hungry people 

regularly break the moral codes of their wealthy neighbours because failure to do 
so would mean starvation and oblivion – not only in Darwinian terms but in very 
immediate, personal terms as well. 

 
So subcultures develop their own 

moral codes. The gentile rich may 
have heuristics that centre around 
the correct use of cutlery at dinner 

or wearing the appropriate colour 
shoes after 6pm (yes – that really is 

a rule) to ascertain group 
membership and trustworthiness 
but the rest of us just don’t care 

about that. 
 

Thieves may think nothing of stealing from the members of other groups but 
they won’t necessarily betray their own so easily. Coe to that habitual criminals 
might be fully prepared to gossip about other criminals amongst themselves but 

never dream of talking ‘outside the group’ to the police or other authorities. After 
all there’s no point in maintaining the principles of altruism and non-zero sum 

transactions in the face of ‘out group’ others who won’t reciprocate anyway. 
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We can see then that even morality is flexible when we take the needs of 
different groups into consideration. But it gets even more interesting than that. 

In fact the hypocrisy of our species is as remarkable as it is shameful. We’ll 
explore this evolved moral hypocrisy a little more in the next post. 
 

 

Hard wired 25: Group conformity 
 
The drive to punish (including punishing non-punishers) 

 
As we have already established there is a compelling evolved incentive to stay 
true to your own group and the whole process of loyalty and conformity to the 

group is regulated by gossip. Gossip makes our conformity public (and also our 
transgressions). It’s our reputation within the group that determines how much 

we get to benefit from the reciprocal altruism practiced by our peers.  
 
If we cheat – if we’re a ‘first order loafer’ we will be punished via gossip and 

withdrawal of goodwill. Remember Tit for Tat. If we fail to punish the 
transgressor we become a ‘second order loafer’ and may face sanctions 

ourselves. That’s because it’s important for group cohesion that cheats are 
driven out and those who fail to conform to the group sanction potentially 
undermine the security of the group. That’s the basis of the oft-stated “You’re 

either with us or against us” statements so regularly heard from mobs, 
politicians, religious leaders and, of course, family and social groups. 

 
As people exploit others (either within their own group or outside of it) it is in 
their best interests to hide that fact – hence they become good at behaving 

immorally and pretending to be moral, Hypocrisy is an evolved strategy too. 
 

We even extend the same hypocritical privileges to our peers – we are much 
more likely to find rational (or even irrational) justifications for the 
transgressions of members of our own group than for outsiders. Hence the 

criminal will generally excuse the opportunistic crimes of his peers preying upon 
the rest of society but finds opportunism from others unacceptable if not 

outrageous. The professional businessman excuses his own errors or those of his 
peers but finds the same sort of mistake unacceptable from the builder he 
employs to fix his conservatory. 

 
There is nothing even remotely rigid about human morality when it threatens our 

own self-interest. On the contrary – strict morality is the thing we pretend for 
ourselves and impose upon others. In fact it is possible to identify the groups to 
which a person perceives themselves to belong by noticing who they justify, 

sympathise and (most powerfully) empathise with. More than that – we can get a 
sense of how other people perceive the world in general by listening to their 

tendency to justify or condemn those from other groups. 
 

There are essentially three worldviews that we will consider here. They are: 
 

1. Egocentricity – I matter more than others; 

2. Ethnocentricity – my group matters more than other groups; 
3. Exocentricity – everybody matters, regardless of group membership. 

 
Interestingly the first two are very familiar to any parent who has watched their 
child develop and mature from a strictly egocentric worldview to a more 

ethnocentric one. This progression to consideration of the needs of others in the 
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family group or wider circle of peers is very definitely thought of by most 
societies as an essential element of ‘growing up’. But is that the end of the 

maturation process? 
 
My own personal belief is that the really mature, 

the really fair worldview is the exocentric 
perspective. That’s the only rational perspective 

to take once we acknowledge that all people are 
essentially equal and deserve equal rights. It’s 
rational but it’s not emotional – it’s not really 

part of our evolved nature. If we remain true to 
evolved ‘human nature’ then we’ll simply stop at 

ethnocentricity – and of course, as we have 
seen, most people do just that. 
 

The fact that exocentricity exists at all though is 
grounds for encouragement. It means that we 

can, should we choose to, develop beyond evolutionary imperatives and outgrow 
unthinking, emotionally driven heuristics through the use of reason. 
 

In an earlier post I outlined the ‘Naturalistic fallacy’ – the assumption that what 
is ‘natural’ is somehow ‘right’. In the case of natural selection nothing could be 

further from the truth unless we wish to embrace callous neglect and ‘dog eat 
dog’ exploitation. The fact is that there is absolutely no reason why we should 
embrace the implications of an unthinking, uncaring evolutionary process as a 

guide to what ‘ought to be’. This point – the undesirability of evolved traits and 
their implications will be important to remember in the next few posts as we 

begin to consider the way that the two sexes exploit and deceive each other 
leading to mutual misery and societal unrest. 

 
In matters of sex, just as in other areas of group living the morality of honesty 
(and of hypocrisy) is an evolutionary strategy that is calibrated or regulated by 

social context, life experience and crucially the available options for 
advancement. What we are about to consider is the way that these forces work 

to regulate the sexual behaviour of both men and women, the roots of the sexual 
double standard and the psychological evolution of the Madonna/Whore 
dichotomy. 

 
 

26: Sexual strategies (men and 
women are mutually exploitative) 
 
OK – let’s be clear – women are 
precious. This isn’t meant as a 

patronising male perspective (although I 
have no doubt that it could be perceived 

as such). Actually it’s an evolutionary 
fact. Women are a precious resource 
because the reproductive potential of 

women is much more limited than the 
reproductive potential of men. 

 
Potentially speaking a man can fertilise an egg several times every day before 
moving on in an almost endless cycle of reproductive ‘performance’ more or less 

until death. A woman’s reproductive opportunities are far more limited. 
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Women have around 25 years of reproductive potential and a maximum birth 

rate (assuming no miscarriages or infant mortality) of around one baby each 
year. Even that is optimistic given the length of time that nursing mothers spend 
breastfeeding. Once again we need to think in terms of the Pleistocene era when 

bottlefeeding wasn’t an option. 
 

So for purely mathematical reasons women are a precious resource. And they 
know it – instinctively if not intellectually. That’s why women are much choosier 
about their sexual partners than men. As Darwin wrote in his 1859 classic “The 

Origin of Species”, with an almost uncanny knack for stating the bleeding 
obvious…. 

 
“Males are very eager” 
 

Indeed men are far less particular about where they ‘sew their seed’ for reasons 
we’ll explore in the next post. But for now let’s talk more about women – the 

female side of the sexual selection equation. 
 
Yes I’m afraid so – we don’t just need to worry about the kin and group selection 

processes – there’s sexual selection too.  
 

Obviously, given the massive investment of 
time and resources that motherhood 
represents every woman needs to be choosy 

about which man she will allow to 
impregnate her. At least that’s what you’d 

expect. And in very general terms, women 
are very picky indeed – at least in 

comparison with men, the real ‘sluts’ of 
natural selection. Broadly speaking women 
need two things in a father…. 

 
1. Good, strong, healthy genes to provide strong, healthy offspring; 

2. Significant male parental investment (MPI) to help keep the offspring 
alive. 

 

It’s OK to talk about the male potential to keep on drifting around sewing wild 
oats but the more a man wants to the less likely he is actually to find a woman 

prepared to let him. Women generally don’t relish the prospect of a decade or so 
(remember these are Pleistocene timescales) protecting and feeding a child alone 
while the father runs off with every successively ‘younger model’ that comes 

along, not to mention the practical implications of pregnancy and childbirth. So 
women are pickier than men. 

 
This, in a nutshell, is the evolved female strategy…. 
 

Find a man who has good, strong, healthy genes AND who is prepared to 
share the burden of raising his children and reproduce with him.  

 
Of course it’s possible that the available men don’t possess these qualities – or 
maybe they possess only one of them – Good genes OR high Male Parental 

Investment (MPI) potential. That’s why the female strategy is more flexible than 
the above italics suggest. There’s a real world after all. 
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Sexual strategy (men) 
 

Men are simple minded creatures where sex is concerned – the basic idea is to 
have sex – have lots of sex – have sex with anyone in a skirt (providing she’s not 
post menopause). Just have sex! That’s easy to understand, isn’t it? Hey son – 

just go out there and have lots and lots of sex. 
 

Sexual strategy (women) 
 
Women are much less simple-minded. Their strategy in ideal conditions is hang 

on until you find the right bloke with good genes and who can be relied upon to 
stick around. Oh yes – and don’t get fooled by liars. Men will say anything to 

make you believe they’ll stick around but most of them won’t. So be really, really 
picky – make them wait a bit to prove that they value you (and might just stay 
around after you’re saddled with the rugrats) and for pity’s sake don’t ‘come 

across’ on the first date. If you do they really won’t respect you in the morning. 
 

The bottom line is that the females hold the upper hand – so long as they stick 
together and don’t give the advantage away by competing amongst themselves. 
And therein lies the rub. 

 
Womens’ eggs may be precious to men but male parental investment is precious 

to women. Just as it was over 2 million years ago in the Pleistocene male 
parental investment is a really important resource. It’s true that single mothers 
can survive today but real financial security generally takes two. Even then it’s 

not guaranteed so there’s a real hierarchy to be considered among available men 
too. Different women may well have different priorities but the woman who 

doesn’t even consider male status and earning potential is rare indeed. 
Consequently women tend to compete with each other for the attentions of ‘the 

best’ men and in so doing they run the risk of undermining their own 
preciousness. They run the gauntlet of the sexual double standard and the 
‘Madonna/whore dichotomy (see the next post) by trying too hard to please and 

‘coming across’ too quickly. 
 

Equally, men can also appear too 
eager, too callous and so undermine 
their own sexual prospects by 

demonstrating their own tendency to 
follow the first girl who drops her 

pants, thus removing themselves from 
the running so far as the choosiest 
women are concerned. 

 
In short men and women are both 

playing games and both undermine each other and themselves. It’s a miracle 
that we ever manage to make lasting relationships at all, and yet we do. The 
next few posts will show you how the process works. 
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27: The Madonna/whore dichotomy 
 

In a previous post I made the point that…..  
 

“the two sexes exploit and deceive each other leading to mutual misery and 

societal unrest”. 
 

Not everyone agrees with that statement. I have had more than one offline 
conversation since with people very opposed to that statement. Interestingly all  

of those people were women who seemed more than happy to accept that men 
tend to deceive women but weren’t quite so keen to accept that the reverse 
might be true – that women deceive men. 

 
In fairness, whilst I disagree with them I can sympathise with their perspective. 

Everyday experience does seem to suggest that men are more likely to deceive 
women then women are to deceive men – at least in terms of philandering. 
Nevertheless I do believe that women are more than capable of deceit in their 

own particular ways when the occasion calls for it. But we’ll get to female 
deception strategies shortly. For now I want to focus on the male side of the 

equation – the evolutionary forces underpinning male sexual strategy and its 
impact on the happiness (and unhappiness) of both sexes.  
 

It’s worth restating that evolutionary imperatives are in no way intended to 
ensure the happiness either of the species in general nor of individuals in 

particular. In truth evolution isn’t ‘intended’ to do anything at all – there is no 
intention behind it, no plan and no benevolent (or otherwise) planner overseeing 
it. Evolutions is actually just a natural process that impacts reproductive fitness.  

 
Successful reproductive strategies allow species to thrive and increase. 

Unsuccessful strategies condemn species to oblivion. That’s it.  
 
Consequently, when reading these next few posts please be aware that there is 

no reason to assume that the processes described here are particularly nice or 
indeed helpful for any individual. The strategies seem to work rather well overall 

in ensuring the survival of the species as a whole but their net effect is at least 
as likely to cause widespread misery as it is to cause romantic bliss.  
 

Natural selection is an unthinking process that impacts population size – not 
individual happiness per se. Natural selection is efficient in its ruthlessness but it 

is far from compassionate. The majority of organisms the world over are doomed 
to live bleak lives and die either of starvation or predation in agonising 
circumstances. So it was for humans until very recently in our development and 

even today many die in anguished agony as they fall prey to other naturally 
selected organisms from bacteria to viruses or even our own developmental 

processes through disease or infirmity. If there really was a designer overseeing 
these processes the evidence of his handiwork would suggest that he is both 

sadistic and vile. Given these observations of widespread pain and suffering 
throughout ‘intelligently designed’ creation it would be ridiculous to conclude that 
such a designer would make any special provision for the happiness of modern 

Western humans when so many die of starvation and disease elsewhere in the 
world and have done for millennia. There’s nothing pretty about natural selection 

and especially not when it comes to the conniving nature of sexual selection 
strategies. 
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Male sexual strategies 
 

Men seem to have two distinct strategies for ‘sewing their wild oats’. Briefly put 
they are: 
 

1. Fertilise as many eggs as possible inside as many fertile women as 
possible (even though not all the children will survive); 

2. Find one reliable women (or a succession of reliable women) to reproduce 
with and provide parental investment to ensure the offspring survive. 

 

Of course the real world isn’t quite so black and white as all that and there are 
many variations surrounding these two key strategies but it seems likely that 

both traits survive in human males just as it does among most primates, 
including our closest cousins the chimpanzees and bonobos. 
 

The strategy creates for men an obvious problem – how to tell which women are 
good for sharing parental investment with and which (in the callous parlance of 

natural selection) are good for fertilisation only. Welcome to the sexual double 
standard known as The Madonna/whore dichotomy. 
 

Earlier in this series I introduced the notion of evolved mental modules. One such 
module is the Madonna:whore dichotomy which encourages men to categorise 

women (broadly speaking) into one of two main groups. Obviously there is some 
‘wiggle room’ within this mental module and in truth the ‘dichotomy’ is much 
more of a continuum than an ‘either/or’ categorisation but none the less the 

module exists.  
 

This is the module that prompts men to talk about ‘sluts’ and ‘slags’, allowing 
themselves to denigrate women with whom they merely have sex and so avoid 

commitment ‘guilt-free’. It’s the same module that for much of human history 
(and even today in some societies) prompted a culture of virginity testing before 
wedding ceremonies and that relegates sexually active women to inferior and 

even ‘dirty’ status the world over. 
 

The Madonna/whore dichotomy evolved in the male mind because it is a way to 
ensure that men can sew their wild oats (reproductive strategy number 1) 
without risking cuckoldry and the waste of their own parental investment on 

someone else’s genetic material on a woman who is easily tempted into bed. The 
harder it is to persuade a woman to reproduce with him the further along the 

scale she is toward Madonna status and so the less likely she will be to cuckold 
him. 
 

So how does the man tell whether a woman is a Madonna or a whore? Easy – he 
tries to get her into bed. If she is very eager to let him sow his wild oats – she’s 

a whore. Whores are good for fertilising according to this particular evolutionary 
module so he does just that. He enjoys her and then he leaves her (hopefully 
with a freshly fertilised egg). And he does so guilt free because his evolved 

mental module persuades him that she’s not worthy of his parental investment 
anyway. The fact that this extremely promiscuous behaviour is accepted (even 

expected) of men and yet condemned in women is just more evidence of the 
ridiculous unfairness in our species’ evolved reproductive strategy. Yet, unfair 
though it is the sexual double standard is real and it is unwise for both men and 

women to pretend that it isn’t so. Until human society is able to shake off the 
chains of our evolutionary past the consequences for ignoring this unfair 
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travesty, even in the age of contraception and child protection are manifold and 
extremely serious. 

 
Madonnas – those women who exercise restraint in their sexual activities seem 
more worthy. If it takes time for the man to woo her into bed it is likely she 

won’t be tempted to goof with other males when his back is turned. So he’s less 
likely to waste his precious resources on some other man’s child – a double 

whammy in evolutionary terms as not only has he not passed on his own genetic 
material he also wastes his resources aiding a rival genetic line in the process. 
‘Madonnas’ then are sought after but ‘whores’ are merely played with. 

 
One of the cruellest twists in the execution of this strategy is that men employ 

their most persuasive efforts to try to tempt women into bed. And they have 
evolved a huge arsenal of tactics to do so from swearing (and believing in) their 
own undying devotion to providing gifts in expensive displays (our version of the 

peacock’s tail, if you will) and becoming so pre-occupied with the woman in 
question that she cannot fail to notice his infatuation and be persuaded of his 

enduring devotion.  
 
Unfortunately, if she concedes too quickly to these deceptive strategies she will 

in fact prove herself to be far from Madonna-like and so will be relegated to the 
unworthy, ‘whore’ category. The unfairness of this strategy may be easily 

explained and understood in evolutionary terms but it is far from desirable in a 
society that thinks of itself as ‘moral’. Indeed if ever evidence was needed to 
demonstrate the inherent hypocrisy of evolved human ‘morality’ the 

‘Madonna/whore’ dichotomy is it. It drives men to philander without censure and 
censures those women who are taken in by their wiles. 

 
Yet it’s not premeditated deception on the part of the man – at least not always. 

Evolution by natural selection hasn’t equipped our species (or any species so far 
as we know) with the cognitive insight needed to calculate genetic variances and 
reproductive tactics consciously. Rather natural selection wins out through a 

numbers game. It plays the odds by driving all of us to behave in ways most 
likely to succeed. And it drives us not through thought but through emotion. 

 
So the ardent young man who swears undying devotion does so because he 
really means it – he really feels it. Humans are driven by emotion and they 

rationalise their behaviours with thoughts after the fact. Both the emotion and 
the thought that justifies it are sincere and therein lies the rub. It makes it 

almost impossible to know whether the man is going to stick around because he 
doesn’t actually know himself. He’ll follow his emotional drives and when his 
emotions tell him that his Madonna is really a whore he’ll leave her just as 

quickly and justify that abandonment just as sincerely. 
 

It’s not that men are particularly deceitful – well, not entirely and certainly no 
more than women. It’s just that the male evolutionary imperative means that, as 
Darwin out it…. 

 
“Males are very eager” 
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Hard wired 28: Where am I going wrong? 
 

Had a bit of criticism for my last post in this series. That’s not surprising – I 
anticipated it. However I’m not dismissive of criticism. In fact the reason I’m 
writing this blog series at all is (as I made clear from the beginning) to get 

feedback from others to keep me on track. 
 

I’m trying to learn the topic of 
evolutionary psychology and to do so 

without a tutor or defined curriculum 
to keep me on track is risky. It’s easy 
to be led astray. 

 
So please – if you feel strongly that 

I’ve got stuff wrong – comment. Let 
me know your criticism so that I can 
refine my self-education project. It’d 

be nice if you did so politely, of 
course. 

 
 

Hard wired 29: Female strategies (Madonnas & whores) 
 
A recent post outlined the appallingly callous, evolved male strategy for 

determining who to reproduce with and in what circumstances. It described the 
sexual double standard for males and females and the awful, unfair and 

dismissive ‘Madonna/whore’ dichotomy. In doing so I focussed predominantly on 
the unfairness of men and male reproductive strategies and their impact upon 
women. In today’s post I want to concentrate upon the other side of the coin – 

the evolved strategies of females to take advantage of males. As before there is 
no more need for any particular woman to be aware of her deception (and many 

are not) than there is for men to understand theirs. Natural selection doesn’t 
need us to understand our manoeuvres – simply to employ them. And women, 
as we saw with men in the last post, are driven to do so by emotion, not reason. 

Emotion simultaneously drives humans of both sexes to act unfairly towards each 
other and yet prevents them from recognising their own deviousness. 

 
Female strategies vary, as indeed do male strategies in relation to reproductive 
prospects. In the case of women the evolved trait is greatly influenced by the 

availability and reliability of male parental investment (MPI). Where MPI is likely 
to be sustained it makes reproductive sense for the female to find a male to 

reproduce with and stick with him. Where MPI is likely to be low an altogether 
different strategy may be called for – involving selecting the male with the most 
robust physique (genetic fitness) to reproduce with as his hereditary physical 

fitness (in the evolutionary sense of the word) is all that really matters. 
 

As with the male strategies previously mentioned the real world for females is 
also more complex than this simple black and white dichotomy and prospects for 
MPI should be considered as part of a continuum rather than a strict ‘either/or’ 

scenario. It may be for example that the most robust (fittest) genes really do hail 
from the most reliable men. In that case the woman can have the best of both 

worlds – providing that she can persuade him to stick with her and not her 
neighbour (who is also likely to be invested in finding the best reproductive deal 
she can). 
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Equally likely, the most robust genes for physical health may not reside in the 
most reliable father. In this case it may make evolutionary sense for the woman 

to let her ova be fertilised by the fittest male but form a lasting pair bond with a 
different male who will provide high MPI. This is known as ‘The best of both 
worlds strategy’ (Geary 2006). In fact, given the amount of cuckoldry within 

seemingly stable human pair bonds the strategy seems to be far more common 
than many might like to acknowledge. 

 
Of course, in evolutionary terms this isn’t quite so difficult to understand. Indeed, 
it would be surprising if a mental module that prompted females to make the 

best of the available resources hadn’t evolved in a species such as our own with 
such variable MPI rates. There is, of course a major question to be answered 

concerning just why those MPI rates are so varied but we’ll get to that. It’s 
evidence of the flexibility of evolved mental modules and is as much influenced 
by social culture as by genetic determinism. Indeed both men and women are 

remarkably flexible in their ability to adapt to circumstance – another 
unsurprising trait given the diversity of conditions, climate and opportunities for 

interaction that have existed between the Pleistocene and today. 
In part 27 we talked about male anti-cuckoldry strategies. Of course in an ideal 
world where neither males nor females deceive each other and significant Male 

Parental Investment was available to all females there would be no need for 
either sex to evolve strategies for deception and counter-deception. But the 

world isn’t ideal and so such strategies did evolve – or so it seems. But they’re 
flexible. The potential for cuckoldry depends upon several factors from 
availability of MPI and robust genetic material to the efficacy of anti-cuckoldry 

strategies themselves. It’s another example of the oft-quoted evolutionary arms 
race in which strategies and counter-strategies evolve in tandem. It’s a perpetual 

competition that covers a range of traits in the struggle to increase and/or 
maintain survival and reproductive fitness. 

 
We have become accustomed in the developed West to think of monogamy as 
the norm for our species and yet that seems to be far from representative. 

Evolutionary biologist Allen MacNeill believes that our species would be better 
described as ‘serial monogamists’ but even then with significant variation around 

the theme. One variation is yet another example of the way that evolution drives 
us all, male and female to play the odds. A good provider is one thing but in the 
absence of that half the resources of a wealthy mate may be more beneficial 

than all the wealth of a poor man. The rationale and sociological evidence for this 
strategy (together with revealing and frank admissions from a number of hunter-

gatherer women) is described in ‘The Moral Animal’ by Robert Wright. The 
relevance of modern hunter-gatherer communities in this context is that they 
mirror so far as is possible the societies of humans in the Environment of 

Evolutionary Adaptation (EEA). 
 

The upshot of this particular assumption is two distinct strategies: 
 

1. Polygamy; 

2. Cuckoldry. 
 

In the case of cuckoldry there is a particularly heavy evolutionary price to pay for 
the cuckold who may well find himself expending his precious parental 
investment on someone else’s genetic material. Of course – the notion of step 

children isn’t so terrible for many men – indeed I have two stepsons myself. But 
in evolutionary terms, from the perspective of the genes it is very definitely a 

waste. It isn’t surprising then that levels of infanticide and child neglect/abuse 
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are significantly raised in the modern world for step children than for those 
children whose fathers are secure in their paternity. This phenomenon is known 

as ‘The Cinderella Effect’. This phenomena is not without its critics which is why 
the particular link chosen notes both sides of the argument – a dispute which 
centres around research methodology and could indeed demonstrate weaknesses 

in the Cinderella effect assumption. Significantly, recent research suggests that 
the need to avoid infanticide actually drove our species’ move toward 

monogamy, serial or otherwise. 
 
But monogamy only protects so long as it is upheld. And as we have seen 

monogamy with a poor provider may not be the ideal strategy. So the flexible 
mother continues to play the odds – albeit in secret. There is evidence that the 

physiological adaptations of both males and females evolved precisely because of 
the evolutionary arms race of cuckoldry and anti-cuckoldry defences. See here, 
here, here and here. The last of these four links discusses not only concealed 

estrus but also the physical, emotional and behavioural changes that make both 
men and women more likely to want to have sex around ovulation whilst still not 

being totally aware of the imminent likelihood of pregnancy. It’s this hidden 
estrus (rare among primates) that allows the cuckoldry strategy to work at all. 
It’s a strategy that has its risks but in the harsh conditions of the EEA it may well 

have been a particularly viable option in imperfect circumstances – at least for 
women. 

 
In writing this I’m very well aware of the criticism that this post may attract. 
That’s why I’ve included so many links to back up the points I have made. 

However that isn’t intended to stifle challenge – as I’ve repeatedly stated I really 
want to hear peoples’ challenges. I’m writing this series so that I can learn and in 

the absence of a tutor this is the best way I can think of to get feedback to keep 
me ‘on track’. 

 
So please feel free to challenge and criticise, although I’d prefer it if you did so 
politely, of course. I genuinely need your comments and especially pointers for 

further research. 
 

Hard-wired 30: Some criticisms and rebuttals 
 
Well – I asked for it. I knew the last few posts would be controversial and so I 

invited comment and challenge in the hope that doing so would raise respectful 
challenge rather than the insulting onslaughts I’ve occasionally received on social 

media whenever I’ve discussed any topic that may be of interest to feminists. 
And it worked. 
 

I’ve had a few comments challenging recent posts but none that were abusive in 
any way. I have to say that this surprised me. It’s not been my usual experience. 

So – in the spirit of attempting to answer those challenges and hopefully 
stimulate more informative discussion (remember this has always been a 

learning project for me) I’ve tried to answer the main points of a particular 
comment that appears to represent the majority of other responses I’ve had 
either on social media or via Email. 

 
Please feel free to continue to comment (and to disagree or agree as you see fit) 

but please – don’t assume hostility where none exists and please don’t become 
hostile yourself. I’m really not invested in any particular theory and if I say 
something that you disagree with, that doesn’t make me the spawn of Satan – it 

merely means that my investigations of the evidence over the last 18 months or 
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so have brought me to a conclusion that differs from your own. I’d welcome your 
constructive debate. I have no interest in trading insults though. If that’s your 

preference please go and express yourself elsewhere. 
 
The comment I’m replying to – which I found particularly pleasant and 

reasonable - can be found at the bottom of this post. In it I talked about the 
Madonna/Whore dichotomy and not altogether surprisingly have courted a bit of 

controversy as a result. I’ve divided the three part comment into headings in an 
attempt to do justice to the poster. I’m posting it as a separate post rather than 
as a comment because I think it’s helpful to recap some of the basics from the 

earlier parts of the series anyway and this will be better achieved in a separate 
post. 

 
Weak, untestable theory 
 

The accusation that evolutionary psychology is a pseudoscience full of weak 
untestable theories isn’t new. In fact it has been levelled at evolutionary 

psychology ever since its dawn which I have taken as the publication of EO 
Wilson’s ‘Sociobiology’ in 1975. To make sense of this accusation and the reason 
it is so incorrect I need to talk a little about the nature of science itself. 

 
There are several different definitions of scientific method and indeed methods 

vary considerably between the ‘hard sciences’ such as physics which relies 
predominantly upon easily controlled lab experiments (among other things) and 
softer sciences such as anthropology, sociology and psychology (including 

evolutionary psychology) which often lack the luxury of tightly controlled 
laboratory experiments enjoyed by the hard sciences. 

 
One of the most important criteria for good science is falsifiability. This is the 

idea put forward most famously by Karl Popper which I blogged about earlier in 
this series, here. 
 

Regarding the particular post (part 27) I have added a number of links 
(supplemented by more links in part 29) that demonstrate truly falsifiable and 

genuinely evidential research projects that support the points made. 
 
The specific accusation I’m responding to here is that the ideas put forward 

represent nothing more than Post-hoc (AKA ‘Just so stories’) explanations that 
cannot be tested. Yet evolutionary science and evolutionary psychology has 

produced and then supported (or from time to time failed to support and 
discarded) many falsifiable hypotheses. Some of those research projects are 
linked in the posts mentioned above. Of course there have been those who failed 

spectacularly to follow the rules of science and did indeed rely heavily upon Post-
hoc explanations such as Desmond Morris in his book ‘The naked ape’. However 

the field has moved on significantly since the 1970s and Morris’ views (especially 
upon female sexual strategy as a rather improbable mechanism for group 
evolution) have been largely discredited. Interestingly ideas such as this have 

been falsified not by the feminist movement but by good, solid scientific 
research. It’s falsifiability that moves any science forward and evolutionary 

psychology is no exception. 
 
Denies the fact that men and women have the ability to make choices 

 
This series is long and sporadic. It has taken around 18 months so far as I’ve 

taken time to learn the material before I write it. So it’s not surprising that 
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people are reading isolated posts without really understanding the context in 
which they are meant. As the series becomes more complete I’ll put more and 

more of it into PDF format as I did with Part 1. In that way it will be easier to 
maintain an overall perspective. 
 

Several of the earlier posts made the exact point that strategies are flexible and 
that culture and social circumstances also play a part in mediating evolved 

strategies. It’s not so much a hard-wired behaviour as a hard-wired continuum of 
behaviours that respond to particular situations in humans just as they do in 
other primates. To argue against evolutionary psychology because it claims 

inflexibility is to miss the point entirely. Evolutionary psychology says no such 
thing. Neither, as it happens, do I. In fact I’ve made that precise point about 

flexibility in earlier posts in this series here, here, here and here – and they’re 
only the recent examples. 
 

I don’t make these points to stifle challenge but I do ask that challengers take 
the time to follow the links I’ve included in posts before making straw man 

arguments. The last two of the four links above are to posts 27 and 29 
themselves, In both of those posts I’ve mentioned flexibility and the fact that 
these strategies aren’t rigid but are mediated by circumstance and opportunity. 

 
Gender conflated with sex 

 
This is fair comment. I haven’t particularly bothered with the variations of 
sexuality and gender we know in the modern world. There are two reasons for 

that… 
 

I suspect that it’s impossible to come up with falsifiable hypotheses relating to 
Pleistocene era notions of gender as we understand it in the 21st century. Indeed, 

if evolutionary psychologists did get into those issues I suspect they’d be accused 
of Ad-hoc ((Just so) explanations – the very thing that I was accused of in the 
comments to part 27. Actually the implications of criticising the blog for failing to 

include unfalsifiable stuff suggest a fairly classic double bind that I’m happy to 
avoid. 

 
I have no way of knowing how early hominids and their early human 
descendants thought about gender. So I’m happy not to witter on about it. That 

really would constitute pseudoscience in my opinion. 
 

Heteronormative definitions 
 
See above 

 
Recommendation to read Alice Eagly 

 
I’ve never heard of this lady before. I note that she’s a social psychologist and 
that she describes herself as a feminist psychologist. I must say that strikes me 

as odd. To my mind any scientist who prefaces their scientific field with a 
statement of ideology runs the risk of being biased by that ideology. It seems no 

more reliable that ‘creation science’ or ‘marxist biologist’. In the most extreme 
cases it could even be the same as ‘Aryan anthropologist’. 
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However I was heartened to read this: 
 

Eagly's work does not fit within either of the typical feminist research programs 
on gender differences. Generally, these research programs have either minimized 
or maximized these differences: "So there's the minimizing and liberal feminism 

- [the position] that we're all the same and we all have the same opportunities, 
and we're all equal. But the maximizing [position] is to say that women have 

special gifts, they have special skills, and women are different and that should be 
celebrated... And I'm for neither one of those. I'm for accuracy". By this, Eagly 
means that she believes neither position to be inherently good for equality, 

feminism, or science: "I think that's the point of science, to provide answers that 
are less polemical". In other words, science can contribute directly to social and 

political issues, but practicing scientists should aim to minimize the influence of 
ideology on their work. This is not to say, however, that feminist psychologists 
should simply research and report the 'facts'. These findings should always be 

placed within a theoretical framework. Without that, there is no way to 
understand and interpret the results. To carry out her research program in such 

a way, Eagly relies heavily on meta-analytic tools and other quantitative 
methods, believing each to have their own strengths and weaknesses. She 
integrates her results within her continually developing social role theory. 

 
This quote from Eagly reassures me in spite of the fact that she blends an 

ideology with a scientific discipline (a blatant oxymoron in my opinion): 
 
"So that's the effort, to understand that, and not to deny that there would be 

direct genetic influences on psychological dispositions or [that they could be] 
hormonally mediated. No doubt there is some [influence], but to bring in another 

set of causal influences, and then to try to understand how they all work 
together. So not to be just a nurture psychologist, but a nature-nurture 

psychologist” 
 
On the strength of that passage I’ll have a look at her stuff. However I will say 

that previous readings of feminist writers have brought me to descriptions both 
of my society and my motivations that seem fundamentally opposed to 

everything I actually know about myself, my male friends and my society. So I’ll 
have a look – but I’ll be wary.  
 

Remember that feminism is the ideology that brought us the nonsensical notion 
of a man’s ‘female side’ and the oft-quoted assumption that all men hate and 

wish to rape all women. So I’ll read some of her stuff but I’m sceptical.  
 
Argument weakened by cross-cultural variation 

 
I’d be really interested to know of examples of cross-cultural variation that 

weakens this stuff. I’m aware of now discredited assumptions from earlier 
anthropologists (and even from Darwin himself) who misunderstood the sexual 
and hierarchical natures of many less developed societies. However I’m not 

aware of a single society that falsifies (or even weakens) the basic notions 
discussed in part 27. 

 
Naturalistic fallacy 
 

One objection was that by accepting the idea of evolved sexual strategies we 
need to embrace the strategy itself. But this is not the case. It’s a common 

assumption and one that is often levelled at evolutionary psychologists. It’s an 
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assumption known as The Naturalistic Fallacy and I blogged about it in part 4 of 
hard-wired precisely because I do not believe that we need to be slaves to 

evolution – but if we are to overcome our less than pleasant natures we need to 
know the enemy. Interestingly I made that point in part 13. There is no benefit 
in pretending that evolutionary processes that evolved in a very different 

environment from our own don’t exist just because we don’t like their 
implications. Arguably that just makes us more vulnerable to our instinctive 

drives.  
 
In my view knowledge is power and if we truly wish to improve human behaviour 

we need to understand where we’re starting from. Self-knowledge is vital in that 
regard. That’s why I invite challenge here (it’ll help me learn) but not out of hand 

dismissal.  
 
What fuels men’s wish for whores in the bedroom in the context of 

marriage? 
 

To make sense of that in a way that may satisfy I need to refer you to ‘The Moral 
Animal’ by Robert Wright. It’s a fascinating book and the chapters on sex and 
sexuality are way too long and involved for me to reproduce it properly here. 

 
 

 

Hard-Wired 31: Rape 
 
According to the ‘standard social model’, 
rape is an expression of power and 

dominance by a man over a woman. It’s 
about control and about ‘ownership’. In 

truth there’s some pretty good 
evolutionary support of this view (not 
that this knowledge will please many 

radical feminists). The usual mantra, 
usually offered without even the slightest 

empirical justification, is…  
 
“It’s not about sex – it’s about control”. 

 
Another common assumption is that rape 

is the product of a society that objectifies 
women as sexual objects via the mass 
media, thus devaluing and dehumanising 

them in the eyes of men. 
 

Well – I partly agree. I’m sure that the objectification and devaluing of women 
that many complain about doesn’t help. It’s hardly a cultural norm that will 

discourage rape but can it really be said to be responsible for the prevalence of 
rape (the so called ‘rape culture’) we see around us? It may be, of course, and 
I’d love to see a determined cultural shift away from such objectification. I’m not 

sure how likely such a shift might be in the short term though, given the sexual 
role dichotomy covered in the last few entries. What we do know is that rape 

happens with alarming regularity. In 2010 over 15,000 women were raped in 
England and Wales alone. That’s a phenomenal figure in my view and it’s 
absolutely right that we attempt to address it. We also know that different 

cultural groups appear to experience vastly different rates of rape and sexual 
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assault upon women and girls. There does seem to be something in the cultural 
norms argument although whether it’s actually objectification that’s the problem 

is another question.  
 
Personally, I don’t think we can effectively combat rape in general if popular 

understanding of the causes of rape remains limited to a couple of soundbyte 
type phrases about control and objectification. They may have a part to play but 

I’m sure they’re only a part of the larger picture.  
 
I also agree with the standard social model that I don’t think rape is mainly 

about sex in evolutionary terms. I do suspect that it’s perceived as being ‘about 
sex’ by rapists. But I’m not at all convinced that the evolutionary drive that 

underlies rape is actually about power either. The standard social model can’t 
have everything its own way. I’m deliberately excluding those men who 
consciously use rape as a weapon of war, by the way. We’ll get to those 

examples of ‘rape as political policy’ later. 
 

So far as I have been able to ascertain the majority of rape isn’t especially 
political. But there are some other common factors associated with rape. 
 

We have already covered how power and high status leads to increased sexual 
opportunity and therefore a greater likelihood of passing genetic material into the 

next generation. Remember that in evolutionary terms, however we might 
perceive our motivations, the task of propagating copies of ourselves in pretty 
much all there is to it. Our mental modules might persuade us otherwise but that 

self-deception is, in itself, just another way to make the spreading of sperm and 
ova more likely. 

 
A large proportion of rapes occur within relationships. It’s as though the man, by 

virtue of his sticking around, thinks that’s enough to fulfil his part of the contract 
– the provision of sexual intercourse being the reciprocal dues owed by the 
woman. Traditionally this has been perceived as a power play but I’d like to 

suggest another interpretation. We noted in an earlier post about reproductive 
strategy the different costs and benefits both sexes are bound by in relationship 

forming. Male parental investment isn’t as costly (even potentially speaking) to 
the man as female parental investment almost certainly will be to the woman but 
it is significant in evolutionary terms. The hard cost-benefit analysis of evolution 

by natural selection demands a reproductive payoff for investment and in the 
case of men that payoff is the opportunity to ‘plant his seed’. Remember that in 

describing this I’m absolutely not suggesting that these calculations are morally 
right or desirable. I’m talking about natural selection as a process, not as an 
ideal. 

 
So in evolutionary terms the man who rapes his partner or his wife is not 

thinking about power directly. He’s thinking about sex but his evolutionary drive 
is pushing him toward reproduction. 
 

The next most common circumstance for rape involves young men who aren’t in 
a sexual relationship. They’re in their reproductive prime and their sperm are 

going to waste. But they still have the same biological imperative to breed as 
their happily pair-bonded peers. Effectively – what’s a dweeb to do? The 
evolutionary answer is very simple – if you can’t get a woman by being nice, 

take a woman by force. Again – I’m not defending, just explaining the 
evolutionary argument as I understand it.  
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It’s interesting that female chimpanzees will often play hard to get (but be sure 
to give in if their pursuer seems about to give up). It’s even more interesting 

that some individual chimps play so hard to get that the only way they ever have 
sex is through force. They fight tooth and nail to ‘defend their honour’ with the 
inevitable outcome that only the strongest males ever get to breed with them. 

This means that their own offspring are likely to be exceptionally strong in their 
turn, thus giving their DNA the best chance of survival in future gene pools. 

Given the strong similarities between all species of great apes (including 
humans) it’s not hard to draw parallels between forced sex (rape in other words) 
among chimps and rape among humans. 

 
The argument I propose then is not 

that rape is a power thing. It is rather 
that rape is just one of several 
reproductive strategies that the great 

apes have been equipped with by 
evolution. It’s not difficult to see how 

this might happen. 
 
In strictly hierarchical societies of the 

sort typical of primate species only the 
high status males get to breed ‘by 

normal channels’. This means that only 
those at the top of the tree are likely 
to be represented through the 

generations.  
 

In response to this some of those at the bottom of the tree adopted a different 
strategy – rape. This may be less pleasant than the alternative but it’s just as 

effective and ensures their own genes survive as well. Consequently we see the 
impact of this peculiar selection pressure effectively hard-wiring the option of 
rape into our species. Again – this post is not intended to defend, excuse or in 

any way justify rape. The naturalistic fallacy that nature is somehow good most 
definitely does not apply when discussing evolved traits and selection pressures. 

The purpose of understanding this stuff (at least to my mind) is not to justify 
abusive behaviour so much as to combat it more effectively. 
 

We don’t need to accept this stuff to understand it. Nature is not the final arbiter 
of morality. Understanding, without accepting, is always the best starting place if 

we are to find effective remedy. 
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Hard-wired 32: Rape as a weapon of war or political policy 
 

The previous post in this series looked 
at the evolutionary strategy that 
results in rape as a way to transmit 

genetic material into the next 
generation. This post is different. It’s 

still looking at rape but more as a way 
to demonstrate the motivational 

difference between types of rape, at 
least from an evolutionary perspective. 
 

"Women are seen as the reproducers 
and carers of the community. Therefore if one group wants to control another 
they often do it by impregnating women of the other community because they 

see it as a way of destroying the opposing community."  

(Gita Sahgal, Amnesty International) 
 

This sort of strategic mass rape, used as a means of ethnic cleansing, of 
communal destabilisation or merely as a means of creating widespread terror is 
entirely different from the more individualised, personal rape discussed 

previously. This is a military and political tactic and in that respect it’s no 
different from Roman siege engines, Archimedes’ ‘Greek fire’ or the British 

bombing of Dresden in WW2. 
 
According to William Hague, the British Foreign Secretary, speaking in 2012… 

 
“We now know that rape and sexual 

violence is used as a deliberate weapon 
of war in the same way that guns and 
tanks are, to terrorise civilian 

populations, to humiliate, scar and 
destroy whole ethnic groups or 

religious or political opponents, 
cheaply, silently and devastatingly.  
 

To simply accept that this is part of the cycle of war is to consign hundreds of 
thousands of innocent people to an appalling fate in the future.” 

 
This issue needs to be faced. It is, in my view, no more or less important than 
the issues of ‘domestic’ rape or indeed any other form of sexual violence. 

However for the purposes of this series it will be more helpful to discuss it later 
when we consider modern political and group-related concerns. 
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