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Groups in Mind: The
Coalitional Roots o[War and
Morality

John Tooby and Leda Cosmides

War, Coalitions, and the HUnlan Condition

War is older than the human species. It is found in every region
of the world, among all the branches of humankind. It is found
throughout human history, deeply and densely woven into its causal
tapestry. It is found in all eras, and in earlier periods no less than
later. There is no evidence of it having originated in one place,
and spread by contact to others. War is reflected in the most fun­
damental features of human social life. When indigenous histories
are composed, their authors invariably view wars - unlike almost
all other kinds of events - as preeminently worth recording. The
foundational works of human literature - the Iliad, the Bhagavad­
Gita, the Tanakh, the Quran, the Tale of the Heike - whether oral
or written, sacred or secular - reflect societies in which war was a
pervasive feature.

War is found throughout prehistory (LeBlanc and Register 2003;
LeBlanc 1999; Keeley 1996). Wherever in the archaeological record
there is sufficient evidence to make a judgment, the traces ofwar are
to be found. It is found across all forms of social organization - in
bands, chiefdoms, and states. It was a regular part of hunter-gatherer
life wherever population densities were not vanishingly low, and often
even in harsh and marginal habitats. The existence of intergroup
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conflict in chiIIlpanzees suggests that our ancestors have been prac­
ticing war for at least 6 n1illion years, and that it was a selective pres­
ence acting on the chimpanzee-horninid COn1ITlOn ancestors and their
descendants (Manson and Wranghan1 1991; Wilson and Wranghanl
2003; BoehIIl 1992). The evidence indicates that aggressive conflict
ainong our foraging ancestors was substantial enough to have con­
stituted a nlajor selection pressure, especially on nules (Keeley 1996;
Manson and Wranghain 1991). Careful ethnographic studies of liv­
ing peoples support this view (Chagnon 1983; Heider 1970). Indeed,
in some ethnographically investigated snull-scale societies where
actual rates can be Ineasured, a third of the adult rIlales are reported
to die violently (Keeley 1996), with rates going as high as 59 percent,
reported for the Achuar (Bennett Ross 1984). Coalitions especially
male coalitions - and intergroup rivalries are a cross-culturally univer­
sal feature of hUlnan societies ranging iI-OlIl hunter-gatherer societies
to complex, post-industrial societies. Expressions of coaiitionalisni
include states, politics, war, racisnl, ethnic and religious conflict, civil
war, castes, gang rivalries, rnale social clubs, con1petitive tealn sports,
video gaInes, and war re-enactIIlent (Alexander 1987; Keegan 1994;
Sidanius and Pratto 2001; Tiger 1969; Tooby and Cosnlides 1988;
Tooby, CosIIlides, and Price 2006).

Our core clain1 is that theoretical considerations and a grO\\7­
ing body of enlpirical evidence support the view that the hun1an
nlind was equipped by evolution with a rich, n1ulticOlnponent
coalitional psychology. This psychology consists of a set of spe­
cies-typical neurocOlnputational programs designed by natural
selection to regulate within-coalition cooperation and between­
coalition conflict in what, under ancestral conditions, was a fit­
ness pronlOting way (Tooby and CosIIlides 1988; Kurzban, Tooby,
and Cosnlides 2001; Price, Cosnlides, and Tooby 2002; Tooby,
Cosmides, and Price 2006). Ancestrally, coalitions and alliances
ranged frOlIl dyads to (rarely) hundreds of individuals. Across
hunnn evolution, the fitness consequences of intergroup aggres­
sion (war), intinlidation, and force-based power relations inside
communities (politics), were large, especially when sunln1ed over
coalitional interactions of all sizes.

These selection pressures built our coalitional psychology, which
expresses itself in war, politics, group psychology, and rnorality. The
evolutionary dynarnics ofwar, coalitional behavior, and n10ral interac­
tions are worth studying because the past world ofconflict and cooper­
ation is reflected in the present architecture of the hurnan Inind.

It is iinpossible to understand the social dynan1ics of collective
aggression and alliance without first understanding, at least broadly,
the psychological adaptations that evolved in response to the adaptive
problem.s posed by individuals interacting with each other. It is on
these foundations that subsequent adaptations for collective interac­
tions were built.

Entropy and aggression: Aggression is the targeted infliction of dis­
order on one organism by another. There are tvvo classes of benefits
aninuls derive frOlIl aggression, and that therefore drive the evolu­
tion of control circuitry and weaponry for the targeted infliction of
disorder.

The of obstacles to fitness The first benefit
occurs when the continued survival or activity of the other organ­
isn1 (the target) is harmful to the actor. If the target's continued
survival suppresses the actor's fitness, then the actor increases its
fitness by causing the death or incapacitation of the target. A typical
exainple occurs in langurs. Langur infants whose nursing inhibits
rnaternal ovulation are killed by the unrelated new resident rnale
(Hrdy 1980).

Genetic relatedness and cooperative networks inside the sanle band
and (to a lesser extent) the sanle tribe place restraints on the violent
elirllination of others whose fitness is negatively correlated with the
actor. But n1em.bers of other groups, outside the boundary of kin­
ship and cooperative networks often fall into the category of fitness
suppressors - for exam.ple, by virtue of occupying habitat that could
benefit the aggressors, or because they threaten displacen1ents of
their own sooner or later ifleft unchecked. Intergroup raiding ainong
chiinpanzees (Wilson and Wrangham 2003; Boesch this volunle) fits
into this category. One can view neighboring groups of nlales locked
into long-term den10graphic cOIllpetition over productive habitat,
and possibly also over the fem.ales that would be supported by it.
Much raiding anlOng snull-scale hum.an societies appears to fit into
the sam.e pattern (e.g., Chagnon 1983; Manson and Wrangham 1991;
Boehrn 1992). Unlike chin1panzees, however, hunlans also engage
in I1l0re drarnatic and organized wholesale slaughters and popula­
tion displacements (Zirninernlan 1981). History and prehistory are
full of conflict-driven population displacen1ents, and historical ana­
lysis of sl1lall face-to-face groups typically shows the saIne patterns
(Chagnon 1983).
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bargaining position. The problen1 begins with the fact that when
fighting, incurring a cost for the coalition lowers the fonnidability
the individual can deploy to bargain for its share of the winnings.
Consider elephant seals, or other species whose cornbat involves rela­
tively slow attrition. Inflicting a cost in such species is closely asso­
ciated with incurring daruage, and at a relatively slow rate. When
darnage is incurred, the fonnidability of the aninlal is lowered. If
the attacker is part of a dyadic alliance, the attacker's future abil­
ity to enforce its share of the winnings against its ally depends on
its subsequent fonnidability. If attacking will decrease the attacker's
fonnidability to a point where it cannot enforce its share of the win­
nings, then the individual should refrain frOIn attacking in the first
place, or withdraw when the rate of danuge predicts the inlnlinence
of fonnidability decline. Such attacks would constitute one-shot
garnes. In short, when the hann irnrninence-withdrawal interval is
large, then the alliance dynarnics unravel cooperation. In contrast,
when the hann inlminence-withdrawal interval is too short, then
there is not ti1ne enough for the attacker to respond by withdra\ving
frOIn the fight. The individual should withdraw at the point when
the attacker ceases to share risks equally with its partner, and begins
to receive unequal damage to its formidability. So, at the point of
attack, each attacker faces a veil of ignorance that averages payoffs
across the coalition nlernbers. As long as the net payoff is positive,
the coalition should not unravel. It is also easy to see how inclusive
fitness effects alnong related individuals could cushion and stabilize
these dyna1nics.

ForITling and Maintaining Alliances

Alliances pose a series of adaptive problelTIs that selected for cog­
nitive and rnotivational specializations for their solution: For
example, individuals nlust be able to fornl and nuintain alliances,
recruit allies, evaluate and select allies, nlotivate allies to support
them, influence alliances to take those actions which are benefi­
cial to the individual, and rnap the alliance structure of their social
world. Cognitively, individuals in a world with coalitions 1nust be
equipped with progran1.S that detect alliances (evidence supports the
view that hUlnans have such an alliance detector; Kurzban, Tooby,
and Cosmides 2000); these neurocOInputational progralns n1.ust be
able to assign fonnidability estimates to alliances as well as to indi­
viduals (using a formidability-integrating function of son1e kind);

they n1.ust be able to integrate their esti1nate of an individual's for­
nlidability with their estinute of the individual's coalition-derived
forrnidability (Ern1er 2008).

Assigning fonnidabilities to coalitions underlies a range of hurnan
social realities: group rank, the redirection of resources fron1. less
fonnidable to 1TIOre fonnidable groups, displace1nent fronl terri­
tories, and the entire panhunun suite of wars, intergroup rivalries
and conflicts, group-based privileges, and power differentials. This
superstructure requires a psychology of group fonnidability, includ­
ing alliance forrnidability detection.

Fonnidability can also be altered behaviorally: It is typically too
costly for hurnans to carry their weapons with then1 on all occasions,
and so fonnidability aSYlnnletries are Inagnified during arnbushes and
surprise attacks. Where conflicts are likely or endernic (e.g., chin1.­
panzee or ancestral hunter-gatherer zero sun1 territory cOInpetition)
such a payoff structure favors "first strikes," raiding, and the offen­
sive initiation of conflicts. In short, the human entry into the cogni­
tive niche (which carries with it the human ability to act in coalitions
over long distances and extended tirne periods in a coordinated way)
intensifies the payoffs to initiating collective aggression (Tooby and
DeVore 1987; Wilson and Wrangharn 2003).

The two biggest obstacles to the evolution of alliances and coali­
tions are the proble1n of free-riding (Tooby and Coslnides 1988;
Price, Cosmides, and Tooby 2002), and the problenl of coordination
(Tooby, Coslnides, and Price 2006). A coalition can be defined as
a group of individuals that coordinate their actions to achieve C01n­
n1.on goals and share the resultant benefits. FrOIn this definition, it is
apparent that coalitions depend on (1) adaptations for solving prob­
lenls of coordination, and (2) adaptations for solving problenls aris­
ing fronl benefit allocation not being conditioned on contributory
behavior (i.e., free-riding). If individuals do not coordinate their
behavior toward SOITIe comrnon goal or benefit, then there is no
coalition. If free-riders outconrpete cooperators, then coalitions can­
not stably evolve.

Antifree rider How is the problen1. offree-riding solved?
Fronl a cognitive perspective, a coalition is an n-party exchange,
in which each participant is entitled to receive benefits fron1 the
action of co-participants conditional on the participant's supplying
contributions to the exchange (Tooby, Cosn1.ides, and Price 2006).
Free riders are individuals who take disproportionate benefits fronl
coalitional projects conlpared to other participants without paying
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nlOre regulatory variables that are increased when there are cues of
convergence, and that when a threshold is passed (set by a selective
history of payoffs that exceed uncertainty-caused costs), illlplernents
the cooperative behavior. There need be no explicit and deliberative
representation of others' knowledge states at all. Such a design acts as
if it satisfied the conlnl0n knowledge criterion for ganle play, with­
out actually having or representing connnon knowledge.

Sharing the sanle evolved architecture provides a partial founda­
tion for resolving the garne theoretic problern ofcornr11on knowledge
with finite cognitive resources. For rnany basic aspects of jointly
experienced situations, hUlllans, by virtue of being lnenlbers of the
sanle species, already share a comnlOn architecture containing a rich
and detailed set of adaptations for interpreting and responding to the
world largely in the sanle way. The space of logical possibilities is
radically pared down to rnanageable proportions by possession of the
same situation-interpretive lnachinery. If hununs have adaptations
for different falnilies of evolutionarily recurrent ganles and strategies
of play, then they can count on others having the sarne adaptations
what nlight be called architectural coordination. (Because the coord­
ination required between psychological architectures diverges fronl
the nornul lneaning of knowledge, we prefer to call this necessary
parallelisrn mental coordination rather than common knowledge.)

The more sinlilar the infonnation states of the two architectures,
the lnore likely they will be to arrive at the sanle situation represen­
tation. Hence, the lnore sinlilar the experiences of two architectures,
the nlOre coordinated they will be. We will call the process in which
two or more individuals experience parallel inputs that bring about
rnental coordination Spending tinle together, joint
attention, being together at critical events - all obviously increase the
frequency of coregistration and hence n1.ental coordination. That is
why these factors, along with the ease of lnind-reading, spontaneous
rapport, being simpatico, etc. are illiportant facilitators of friendships
and other alliances, as well as of leadership-followership relations.
Indeed, the payoffs to coordination also plausibly selected for COlll­
plelnentary adaptations that produce leadership-followership roles
(Tooby, Cosrnides, and Price 2006; Tooby and Cosnlides, 1979).
Coregistered events can also play the role of coordinating coalitions
("outrages" - coregistration of outgroup lnembers hanning ingroup
rnenlbers; Tooby, Cosrnides, and Price 2006).

Emotions and the psychophysics of mental coordination: For coopera­
tive action to be taken, evolved procedures n1ust exist for inducing

or recognizing sufficient coordination in situation representation
(e.g., others represent ajoint threat) and regulatory variables (e.g., our
fonnidability indices are too low to resist them). It is worth noting
that specific ernotions are evolved systenls of internal coordination
activated in response to evolutionarily recurrent situations such as
danger, contalnination, conflict, or pleasure (Tooby and Coslnides
2008). Their activation signals that the individual has assigned the
particular situation encountered to one of a finite set of interpret­
ations recognizable to the entire species. En1.otions also organize
rnotivational variables in predictable ways. Because of this, they are
ideally suited, when signaled through facial and postural expressions
of ernotion, to show the individual's situation representation, and
associated regulatory variable recalibrations. That is, coregistration
of ernotional broadcasts provides one solution to I11ental coordin­
ation, and its role in coordination I1uy offer a selectionist explanation
for the puzzle of why expressions of elnotion are nearly autOlnatic
and quasi-involuntary.

More generally, there seelns to be a psychophysics ofInutual coord­
ination and coregistration, involving (for exarnple) joint attention and
I11utual gaze, especially tin1ed when salient new infonnation could
be expected to activate erllotional or evaluative responses in one's
com.panions. The benefits of coregistration and n1.ental coordination
can explain (at least in part) an appetite for co-experiencing (watch­
ing events is 1110re pleasurable with friends and allies), the 1110tivation
to share news with others, for elnotional contagion, for gravitation
in groups toward C0111.mOn evaluations, for aversion to dissonance in
groups, for confor111ity, for 111utual arousal to action as with 1110bs
(payoffs shift when others are coordinated with you), and so on. The
weightings occurring when infonnation is coregistered should be
rnore intense, because Inentally coordinated weightings can be acted
on with fewer costs. Issues of coordination provide a reason why
coalitions should fonn around denser social networks whose con­
nectivity provides faster coordination alnong its individual constitu­
ents. Fractal fissures in coalitional structure around which factions
fonn should sin1.ilarly track network structure.

Group interests: The problel11 of coordination includes but is not
lirnited to con11non knowledge problenls. Even if all parties had per­
fect 111utual knowledge (which they do not), each would still be con­
fronted with the unlimited set of alternative 11-party exchanges, and
the fact ditTerent payoffs and different characteristics arnong poten­
tial participants will typically lead each to favor different projects and
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coalitional boundaries. Negotiating conl1110n pl'ojects, rnaintaining
allies, and choosing courses of action in the context of coalitions all
require the ability to predict and understand others' values, because
one individual's actions affect others' interests or welfare.

Groups as agents: Another critical coalitional adaptation was the
widening of the concept of agent in evolved procedures so that
representations that forn1erly could have referred solely to hUlTIan
individuals bec0111.e able to refer also to coalitions, alliances, conl­
lTmnities, and other collectives (Tooby, Cos111ides, and Price 2006).
That is, groups can be Inentally represented to be agents (a useful
delusion), and so to be things to which we can attribute Inental states
as if they had a single nlind. This delusion is a useful one, because
groups sOlnetiInes do arrive at 111ental coordination nuking theln
sin1ilar to an agent. Con1n10n intentional states, joint action, nlen­
tal coordination - and cues that increase the probability of these ­
should increase the perception of groups as entities - what social
psychologists call entitativity (Ip, Chiu, and Wan 2006).

The ability to represent groups as agents allows us to construe
groups as having intentions, attitudes, en10tions, knowledge, and so
on. Groups can have status, forn1idability, rank, Stigl1U, and d0111­
inance relations, not to l1lention alliances, friendships and enInities.
The group-as-agent construal allows individuals to represent thenl­
selves in exchange relationships with groups. Being able to represent
a group as an agent allows us to apply the intuitive theory ofinterests
specialization to groups - that is, it allows hUInans to think of groups
as having interests, and therefore to approve or disapprove ofan indi­
vidual's actions. This last step is one of several keys to understanding
Inorality. Not only can groups "have" en10tions, but equally, they
becOlne interpretable as objects of our en10tions and Inotivational
progranls, such as anger, gratitude, guilt, shame, welfare-trade-off
representations, fonnidability, kin-oriented representations, and so
on. That is, the whole apparatus that evolved to deal with individuals
was Inodified so that it could be extended to groups.

Alliances) coalitions) and amplification coalitions. We define a coalition
as a group of individuals that coordinate their actions to achieve a
conU11on goal. A coalition constitutes an n-party exchange, with
the cOlnpliance of its participants dependent on the cOlnpliance of
the others. The COlTln10n goal could be anything, and therefore the
coalition could be transient. However, coordination once achieved
is intrinsically valuable, because it can be turned to I11any ends,
and realize gains of Inany types. So coalitions an10ng people who

repeatedly interact tend to gravitate toward becOlning an1plification
coalitions (Tooby, CosI11ides, and Price 2006). That is, an alnplifica­
lion coalition is defined as an n-party exchange systenl whose function
is the arnplification of the ability of each ofits rnernbers to realize her
interests in daily events by cost-effectively cOlnbining welfare trade­
offs and joint efforts with the other nler11bers. The underlying prin­
ciple is Dmnas' one for all, and all for one. We use alliance to Inean a
a dyadic or sInall-scale aInplification coalition (priInarily fornled out
of dyadic links), whose Inajor function is prevailing in conflicts of
interest against other individuals or coalitions.

The characteristics of a given kind of social relationship (e.g.,
111ateship, friendship, or kinship) Inay involve the operation of n1ul­
tiple adaptations reflecting distinct selection pressures. Social rela­
tionships that are coalitions are not reduced to being only coalitions.
For exarnple, we hypothesize that friendship circuits have a strong
alliance/aInplification dinlension, sensitive to the registration of
rnutual support when either party is challenged by third parties. (The
closeness of a friendship can be operationalized by the intensity with
which one person is favored over another when there is a conflict of
interest between then1.) But as engagernent relationships they also
have strong elenlents of fitness interdependence, which reinforces
their stability as alliances (Tooby and CosI11ides 1996). And there is
also the expectation that each friend's welfare will be nlore greatly
realized in daily events by exchange, by cost-effectively cornbining
welfare trade-offs (such as risk-pooling), and by cooperative labor.

Moreover, public signals of support (or their absence) lead indi­
viduals and sets of individuals to revise what they atten1pt to pos­
sess, consun1e, or do. In consequence, our species-typical psychology
evolved to represent coalitions as having rank, status, or fornlidabil­
ity-justified entitleInent. Because everything can be taken fron1 a
powerless individual or group, hUInans (especially n1en) have evolved
specializations that Inotivate fonning or affiliating with groups,
that rnotivate affiliating with a coalition over no coalition, and that
nlotivate affiliating with higher status coalitions (that will accept
theI11) over lower status coalitions. That is, we have specializations
for coalitional identity fornlation, and these operate even when the
coalitional activities they result in have no obvious function (see,
for example, Tiger 1969 on the case of fraternal organizations in
developed societies; and Rofe 1984, on anxiety and the need for
affiliation). Ancestral wars were intercollununity conflicts, but this
systeln of dispute and alliance extended all the way down to the
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appear to detennine who prevails in conflicts of interest, and both
regulate the deployn1ent of anger as an inlplicit bargaining system
(Sell, Tooby, and Coslnides 2009). During hUl11.an evolution the abil­
ity to cooperate and to produce alienable benefits greatly expanded,
so the force-based logic of anirnal conflict has been greatly elabo­
rated to include a co-equal cooperative dilnension. Representations
offOIlnidability and the ability to confer or withhold benefits are the
two direct cOlnponents of individual status (Tooby and CosInides
1996). Secondary cOlnponents of fonnidability and benefit control
include support in each of these negotiative nlodalities provided
by others as individuals or coalitions. A third factor is the relative
support one's supporters have, the support their supporters have in
turn, and so on, as devalued by the probabilistic decay of support
along network links - sonlething akin to Google's page rank algo­
rithln. A fourth factor is the ability to nlentally coordinate others in
the corllmunity (leadership). A fifth factor is cornrllon knowledge
or rnental coordination (or discoordination) of how these represen­
tations and weightings are ecologically distributed in the relevant
population of social actors. That is, do I register that everyone else
registers this person as high status? A sixth factor is nloral status, to
be discussed later. While we hypothesize that each of these (fornlida­
bility, conferral, support, leadership, coregistration of these variables,
etc.) has its own proprietary representations or regulatory variables,
they all need to be integrated into a single SUlnl1lary variable, status.
A prirnary function of assigning a status index to an agent is to be
able to assign weight to the bargaining power (and related properties)
of the agent whether that agent is an individual or coalition. That
is, the function of a status index is to predict the fitness consequences
that arise by engaging in conflict, cooperation, affiliation, proxinl­
ity, welfare modifications, and other interactions with the agent.
The status index is the surnlnary function that evolved to track sta­
tus. This index is based on an evolved status esti11uting systenl that
takes the subconlponents (foIlnidability indices, conferral indices,
etc.) and integrates ther1l into a decision-r1laking data-structure. In
general, the higher the status of the agent, the greater the WTR one
expresses toward the agent.

The alliance detection systeln needs to assign status to individuals,
clusters (potential coalitions), and mentally coordinated (actualized)
coalitions, in order to usefully navigate the social world. The nlen­
tal coordination of representations and status evaluations is crucial,
because the reigning social reality is governed by how the population

represents status. So, hununs have n10tivational prograr1lS whose
objects are status representations in the r1linds of others, and their
distribution and coordination in the local population. Status is zero
sunl, at least anlong non-allies, generating a status rival nutrix in
the population. People like status increases for thernselves and their
friends and allies, and status reductions in their status rivals. They
respond to the prospect of alternative courses of action in part by
their status consequences. They engage in status operations, designed
to increase status of thernselves or their allies, or reduce status in
others.

Coregistration cues - that is, the nlutuality of social observa­
tion -should be an il1lportant regulator of decisions. A fight that
no one else observes nuy only change the formidability indexes
in the two participants, so the winner pays a given cost to accrue
greater status in the nlind of a single individual. If the entire conl­
munity coregistered the fight, then the same cost would purchase a
recalibration of his status in the lninds of everyone and a nlental
coordination of his enhanced status. So the nlotivational intensities
of the status recalibrational ernotions - shame and pride - will be
proportionately greater to the extent that they lead to nlental coord­
ination (conunon knowledge) of the changed status alnong a larger
set of individuals. Cues of coregistration are an il1lportant regulator
of status operations (see, for exarl1ple, Er111er, Cosr1lides, and Tooby
2008). High coregistration is a lubricant of recalibration, while low
coregistration produces friction in social recalibration.

lv1usical chairs colllpetitive behavior under scarcity: In addition to a
territory displacernent ganle, a power-based bargaining ganle, and
a der1lographic attrition ganle, we think that hurnans ancestrally
played what might be called the rnusical chairs ganle: there is one
less chair than there are players, when the r1lusic stops players rush to
find a chair, and the one left standing is elirninated. The abundance
of habitats varied greatly and unpredictably over tinle. The alliance
l1UpS of local populations involve clusterings, and areas where net­
work links are sparser. Persons who rnight be tolerated or welcOlned
as part of the conlnlunity during abundance nright shift to inlpos­
ing fitness costs by Inerely existing during tirnes of scarcity. If the
social network were equally dense everywhere, then any atte111pted
exclusion would be difficult and involve costly conflict, recruiting
equal nunrbers of allies on both sides. To the extent that there is
111ental coordination on network fissures (signaled, perhaps, by s11ull
daily acts of hurniliation), then a spontaneous coalition of the well
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unrelated to coalitions, we hypothesize that the evolution of adapta­
tions for coalitions was a key trigger for the evolution of adaptations
for Inorality (Tooby and Cosnlides, 1979). That is, the evolution
and elaboration of morality was nlidwifed by the capacity for the
rapid recruitnlent of individuals into a coalition around a C01lln1.0n
interest that could be punitively enforced. More fully, we think
that our Inoral psychology evolved (in part) as a natural extension
of the adaptations underlying our coalitional psychology, as well as
adaptations for social assortnlent and exclusion, in interaction with
a nUlnber of other elenlents. As we will detail, these other elenlents
include (1) pre-existing adaptations that evolved to solve other adap­
tive probieills (e.g., language; negotiation); (2) a novel set of gan1.es
(i.e., structured social interactions with payoffs) that were unleashed
by the evolutionary expansion of coalitional and comnlLlIlicative
adaptations; (3) novel features and adaptive problen1.s inherent in
the resulting 'social ecologies; and (4) adaptations that specifically
enlerged for successfully navigating the fainily of "nloral" ganles
that were endenlic to this new coalitionally infused social world.
We think that sketching out how these disparate elements interacted
during our evolution can illUlninate what the kind of thing moral­
ity is; how our species evolved a specialized Illoral psychology; and
why, although our Illoral psychology is partly an outgrowth of our
coalitional psychology, it is nonetheless distinct.

and situation evaluation - the pritnary elel1Ients: Several
kinds of pre-existing, prenloral adaptations naturally interacted to
produce first- order rnoral ganles. First,. hUlnans like many other
aninul species have adaptations for situation evaluation - values ­
that allow thenl to plan and choose Inore over less fitness- enhan­
cing courses of action (Tooby, Cosnlides, and Barrett 2005). Second,
there exist suites ofadaptations in hunlans that are designed to nego­
tiate with others over the conduct of both self and others, based
on valuations, alternatives, power, fonnidability, and status. As dis­
cussed, anger (for exanlple) is one evolved progranl that iinplicitly
organizes hUlnan bargaining, orchestrating the infliction or costs or
the withdrawal of benefits in the service of prevailing (e.g., Sell,
Tooby, and Cosinides, 2009). Negotiation occurs when we nuke
our behavior conditional on others' conduct (through threatening
to harnl theIn, or to reduce or withhold benefit delivery); and vice
versa. So, third, we are designed to attenlpt to influence others to
act in contornlity with our values. Fourth, others are sirnultaneously
designed to incentivize us to act in confonnity with their values.

Hence, first- order "nloral gailles" are constituted by these c01llple­
nlentary tugs of war, in which each agent negotiates to license the
best obtainable course ofaction for the self, and each agent negotiates
to obtain the nlost self-beneficialnlodification of the behavior of the
other. Although these selection pressures operate to sonle extent on
other species, the explosion in hunun instrunlental behavior, and
the hUInan ability to comnlunicate propositions with great precision
vastly expanded the scope of social negotiation (far beyond Illessages
such as "go away," or "mine" that are characteristics of other species).
Whether one chooses to categorize these gaInes of Illutual influence
as involving nlorality per se, it will subsequently become clear how
they are foundational for phenomena that are widely categorized as
nloral.

The fact that first-order games of influence - even in a dyad ­
are treated by the rnind as Illoral can be shown by considering the
typical relationship of a parent and a young child, where the power
asynunetry is large. The parent unprobieniatically uses the tenns
"right" and "wrong" to differentiate the parent's preferred courses of
action for the child from those she dislikes (e.g., put away your toys
when you are done; don't throw balls in the living roonl). Conduct
in this case is Illoralized for the child, but not for the adult, since the
child is too powerless to threaten the adult. Negotiating power is one
ingredient that contributes to the formation of the Illoral donlain.
Exchange (or reciprocity), with its associated concept of "cheater" is
an exaillple of a dyadic first- order game in which the two partici­
pants have more equal power, and exercise it to Inodify each other's
behavior advantageously.

The risk ofothers) coordinated sOlne ofthe lnoral
sense: The fifth elenlent involved in the evolution of a distinctively
n1.oral psychology is an adaptive problem introduced by coalitions
into the social ecology: Fronl the perspective of any individual, there
is a potentially dangerous power asymmetry. There are nuny others,
and only one self, and others Inay join to form a powerful coalition
(In01nentary or pernunent) against any individual. This danger is
relaxed to the extent an individual is powerful (such as a tyrant), and
exacerbated to the extent an individual is powerless. If you take an
action others strongly disvalue, they may combine to punish (harnl)
you, to your severe detriment. If you propose that others behave in
ways that they strongly disvalue, they nuy c01nbine to act against
you. Because others' punishinents or rewards are conditional on an
individual's conduct, for any course of conduct being considered,
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the individual needs to add to the direct payoffs (e.g., the benefits of
obtaining n1.oney fronl the till) the contingencies of reward and pun­
ishnlent that will be triggered in others (e.g., retaliation for theft). In
short, the existence of others, together with their ability to respond,
selected for adaptations that were designed to iluplicitly represent the
values of others, and that weight others' values cost-effectively in the
individual's own decision-nuking process. The values of even a sin­
gle other nuy need to be taken into account (as in dyadic exchange),
but the ability of others to rapidly fornl coalitions greatly Inultiplied
their power and therefore the intensity of selection for adaptations
that spontaneously weighted others' values.

Adaptations that register others' values and weight then1. (accord­
ing to predictors of the consequences) constitute one key cOlnponent
of what Darwin called the "n1.oral sense or conscience" (Darwin
1871; see also Hun1.e 1751; Hutcheson 1728; Alexander 1979) and
what Freud called the superego (Freud 1923). Indeed, this systen1.
should be designed to 1110dify the nlind's native valuations by adopt­
ing others' values ilnplicitly as one's own (to a calibrated extent).
The degree of this internalization of others' values should depend on
the registration of ho\v often one is 1110nitored, how uncertain the
identification of conditions ofprivacy are (i.e., what the infonuation
ecology is like), how great the penalties for detected deviance are,
and how great the potential power ilnbalance is.

The opportunity to recalibrate others) choices produced additional, COIJ1­
plementary components in the moral sense: Ancestrally, each individual
faced the risk that one or 1110re individuals would punish her for
acting in defiance of their wishes. This selected for adaptations often
characterized as "conscience" or the n1.oral sense. The sixth elell1ent
is silnply the reciprocal of this: Each individual has the conlplemen­
tary potential to join with others to enforce their values on one or
1110re others. We expect the hUlnan nlind evolved adaptations for
exploiting this social opportunity that is, adaptations for (1) lever­
aging one's bargaining position by recruiting others into a coalition
(however transient) around COn1.nl0n values; and (2) enforcing its
values by downregulating benefits or inflicting costs on those who
deviate frOll1 these values. The fact that the anger progralu evolved
to negotiate conflicts by inflicting costs or downregulating benefits
explains why anger is evoked in the negotiations characteristic of
Inoral ganles. The adaptations underlying the moral sense are designed
not only for cost-effectively internalizing others values, but also for
causing others to internalize the individual's values. One subsystenl

invites conforn1.ity to others' values, while the other unleashes n1.or­
ally censorious judglnents, punitive sentiluents or outrage designed
to intilnidate others into adopting one's values as their own.

Second order Inoral gaines: First- order n1.oral games of individual
mutual influence are transforn1.ed into second order n1.oral gaInes
by the addition of coalitions. In second order gall1eS, coalitions are
fornred around enforcing the values that the coalition Inenlbers COll1­
rnonly hold.

The moral dOllwin is not a content-dOl/will) and potentially encompasses
an ulllirHited lIumber of moral projects: The seventh elen1.ent is a feature
of the infoflnational ecology faced by our post-coalitional ancestors.
That is, agents playing second order lUOl-al gan1.es confronted a vast
superset of alternative, potentially coalition-enforced values - far
nlore than could possibly be actualized, especially given that n1.any
values and sets of values are nrutually inconrpatible. For a Inorality
to be actualized, this space of possibilities must be collapsed down
to one. Indeed, one can get a sense of how large the set of potential
moralities is by considering the in1.n1.ense cross-cultural range ofreal,
doculnented n1.oral projects and issues. The content that individual
and local 1110ralities are endowed with enCOll1paSSes not only cross­
culturally recurrent thell1es (e.g., don't luurder an ingroup rneluber)
but extraordinarily heterogeneous and often contradictory contents
(fronl Aztec ritual cannibalisn1 and the National Socialist project to the
psychedelic luovelnent, Puritanisn1., sexual liberation, not revealing
111agicians' secrets, shocking the bourgeoisie, the Jainist prohibition
on killing insects, and the restoration of the Caliphate). One answer
to the question of why n10ral stances show such endless diversity is
that our evaluative adaptations are designed to accept open input: All
possible situations or outcOlnes must be able to be evaluated, in order
for choice to operate with respect to encountered situations. If moral
responses are derived in part from evaluative responses, and evalu­
ation is open, it follows that morality is not a special content dOlnain
(like allocation or justice), but a posture with respect to any content
that can be evaluated. Moreover, the surface contents of moralities
often function nlerely as coalitional coordinative signals rather than
as doctrines selected for their intrinsic attractiveness (e.g., the doc­
trine of predestination). Often nl0ral contents are selected in order
to signal the emergence of a new coalition, or to nlorally legitimize
attacks on rivals based on pretexts arising from the surface properties
of the rivals' n1.oralities. Indeed, people often support Inoral projects
not because they hold any intrinsic attraction but because of their
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in broader ternlS so that it sir11ultaneously w01'ks in the interest of
enough others to beconle the winning coalition-propelled value of
its kind. As the l110ral representation l110ves fr0111 individual to indi­
vidual and coalition to coalition, it will "evolve" be progressively
rnodified - by the set of players who engage it. Equally irnportant,
it will evolve (nlorph) because of how those who engage the value
anticipate it will be received by a broader set of players.

To clil11b the ladder of increasingly wide support, a 1110ral pro­
ject cannot be seen as the instnlnlent of sir11ple parochial self-inter­
-est. This rlleans that nloral issues, as they encom.pass l110re players,
increasingly take the fonTI of rules, with "I support individual i" in
an initial dispute evolving toward a rule, "for all x's in condition c
nmst do/nlust not do action a." As the value spreads rnorewidely
within a circle, and is perceived as applying to 1110re individuals, the
different players will take sides depending on how they represent
the proposal as potentially affecting them. and their farnily and local
allies. The contagious moral result therefore often SUIllS up to out-
C01nes not wholly divorced fro111 average population utility (as dis ___
torted by social power, such as nlale privilege or the divine right of
kings). However, this does not rnean the evolved function of 1110ral-
ityis maximizing group utility. .

A1orality) com/non knowledge) and Inental coordination: The eleventh
elernent is the effect on r110ral games of Illental coordination abou!,
(or C01nmon kIlo\vledge of) different candidate values. The payoffs to
behavioral cO{lfonnity to or deviation fr0111 a given value depends on
(1) the distribution of supporters, neutrals, and opponents, and (2) the
aggregate effects of how each person represents what positions every­
one else will publicly take and behaviorally support. There is r11uch
less risk to defying a rule that only SOllle people support. In contrast, a
winning rule is one that is coregistered as being supported by every­
one (or by a winning cOlllbination of power holders, at least). To the
extent individuals can spread the representation to others that every­
one is Inentally coordinated on the proposition that SOlne value is
moral (supported), then this flips the incentives on dissent. Dissenters
risk widespread withdrawal of support or COll1111unity wide punish­
rnent, rnotivating thenl to confonn. In the highest level of the nloral
ganle, what individuals and groups are perpetually jockeying to do is
to actualize rllental coordination about which values will reign within
the nlOral conlnlunity. The ideal outc01ne is to forge a value project
that is beneficial to its proponents, which then wins enough support
that everyone publicly endorses it, and that finally is coregistered by

everyone as universally endorsed. For an individual, that is winning
the jackpot in second order nloral ganles.

The motivational bias tOluard moral realisl11: The twelfth elel11ent is
l110ral antirelatiJ/ism - the preference to spread and enforce the belief
that rnorality is objective and has an intrinsic reality. This follows
fronl the role that l11ental coordination plays in enlpowering l110ral
values. The winning outconle in social negotiation is to get every­
one to adopt your position as their own, so that they confornl to it,
effectively enforce it, and carry the costs of enforcernent. Mental
coordination is defeated to the extent that it is publicly recognized
that there are differences of position. This is usually recast not as
moral relativisnl, but as individual nlistakes in perceiving what the
nlOral position "really" or "truly" is. It is al1110st definitional of r11or­
ality that people intuitively represent nl0rality to be intrinsically
good, and support its being seen as real and objective. We argue that
this is an evolved circuit.

There are a set of garnes that hunlans have played so intensively
over the course of our evolution (such as dyadic exchange and col­
lective action) that we have reasoning and rnotivational adaptations
that were specialized by natural selection for these particular garnes
(Cosrnides and Tooby 2005; Price, Cosnlides, and Tooby 2002).
These gam.es have what nlight be thought of as their own propri­
etary moral concepts (e.g., cheater, free-rider) and rnoral sentinlents
(e.g., punitive senti111ent toward free-riders). When situations fall
into the d011lains of these evolved garnes, our rnoral stance tends
to be organized by these dorninating evolved interpretations and
nlOtivational agendas. Yet, the scope of possible rlloral contents is so
large, we cannot have evolved responses to all of ther11, and so r11any
of our nlOral responses rnust come fronl other sources. Obviously,
explicit representations of self-interest playa large role in our attrac­
tion to, or resistance to candidate rnoralities, and help to fill this
gap. There are lluny nloral phenornena, however, which do not fit
either pattern. For exalnple, it is in each nlale's fitness interest for
reproductively conlpeting nules to adopt a homosexual orientation.
Yet across many cultures, h01110sexuality is intuitively viewed as
imnloral. One rnight sinlilarly ask why people in so r11any societies
are rnorally concerned with third party incest that has no inlpact on
them.. These and other cases can be explained by considering that
selection would have favored a tendency to endow a rnodest r110ral
realism to one's personal evaluative reactions to others' behaviors,
when reframed as if it were a first- person experience. On this view,


















