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than occurred during Europe’s just-concluded
‘century of total war’

Charles Darwin anticipated the contribution
of warfare to the evolution of altruism, predict-
ing that a tribe possessing a greater number of
members ready to warn each other of danger,
and aid and defend each other, would spread
and be victorious over other tribes. Thus “the
social and moral qualities would tend slowly
to ... be diffused throughout the world”. But he
omitted to mention that among these ‘moral
qualities' would be hostility towards outsiders.

From genes to culture

A similar evolutionary logic extends to the
present, working on timescales more appropri-
ate for cultural than genetic evolution. Indeed,
the modern European state was forged in the
heat of warfare among the some 500 city states,
bishoprics, principalities and other sovereign
bodies that governed Europe half a millennium
ago. Parochial conflict was the midwife of the
novel institutions — tax compliance, respect
for the rights of property, the rule of law —
that spelled survival in the five-century-long
shakeout that, on the eve of the First World
War, had left just 27 states standing.

The making of Europe as we know it thus
paradoxically owes something to the exploits
of “animals possessing the virtues of courage
and fighting, but nothing else” in the words of
a twelfth-century Islamic soldier-scholar who
lost his home and family to the Crusaders.

However, | do not want to oversell this ‘red
in tooth and claw’ side of human origins.
Even in periods and places where warfare was
uncommon, environmental crises could have
eliminated groups that failed to work together
while cooperative groups survived.

Moreover, like the emergence of multicellular
organisms, much of human distinctiveness
got an evolutionary boost from practices
that kept the lid on conflict among group
members. Where this occurred, members
would have tended to share common levels of
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reproductive and cultural success. As a result,
the evolutionary effect of competition between
individuals would have receded in importance
compared with that of competition between
groups, giving cooperators the edge.
Practices that suppress competition within
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