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ABSTRACT
Peace and global security are human endeavors, and thus their
attainment depends as much on psychology as it does on gover-
nance and technology. In this paper I outline 3 ways our evolved
psychology is an obstacle to achieving international cooperation
and peace. First, humans show strong evidence of adaptations for
cooperation within groups, but equally clear evidence that this
cooperative nature does not extend tomembers of other groups.
Second, humans evolved to have a relative sense of fairness, and
thus will often reject even mutually beneficial agreements if they
benefit others more than themselves. Third, humans evolved to
be self-deceptive and hypocritical, believing in the unique righ-
teousness and inevitable victory of their own cause, which tends
to exacerbate conflict. Nevertheless, these obstacles are not insur-
mountable and an awareness of them can help in the develop-
ment of strategies to increase the chances of lasting peace and
security.

Introduction

We live in a time of increasing peace and decreasing violence. There are many rea-
sons for this fortunate state of affairs, as the establishment of democracy, strong insti-
tutions of government, international trade and tourism, andmany other factors have
contributed to enhanced peace.1 Nevertheless, there are constant threats to global
security. Conflicts in Europe, theMiddle East, and North Africa frequently escalate,
terrorist groups such as Islamic State seek to inflame religious tensions, many coun-
tries are nostalgic for a time when they had a larger influence on the world stage and
make territorial claims that are inconsistent with the current international order,
and xenophobic politicians show enduring popularity even in wealthy and stable
countries. For these reasons, peace and the decline of violence cannot be taken for
granted.

Peace and global security are human endeavors, and thus their attainment
depends as much on psychology as it does on governance and technology. Our psy-
chology is the product of socialization, norms, and culture, but also of millions of
years of evolution that has shaped human nature to be predisposed to conflict and
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its resolution. The goal of this paper is to consider how our evolutionary history
has created a psychology that threatens global peace and security, and how modern
contexts can interact with that psychology to ameliorate those threats. Our evolu-
tionary history has also created a psychology that supports peace and security, but
the focus of this paper is on psychological barriers rather than psychological pro-
clivities toward peace.

In this paper I outline three ways in which our evolved psychology is an obsta-
cle to achieving international cooperation and peace. First, humans show strong
evidence of adaptations for cooperation within groups, but equally clear evidence
that this cooperative nature does not extend to members of other groups. Sec-
ond, humans evolved to have a relative sense of fairness, and thus will often reject
even mutually beneficial agreements if they benefit others more than themselves.
Third, humans evolved to be self-deceptive and hypocritical, believing in the unique
righteousness and inevitable victory of their own cause, which tends to exacerbate
conflict. Despite these challenges, institutions and agreements that recognize these
aspects of our psychology, for example via appropriate safeguards and technological
support, can short-circuit some of these evolved tendencies and increase the chances
of lasting peace and security.

Humans evolved to cooperate within but not between groups

Given the limited state of the fossil record, theories regarding how and why we
split from our proto-chimpanzee cousins, approximately six million years ago, rely
on substantial conjecture. One account of the split between chimpanzees and our
hominin line that can explain much of the data begins with the movement of the
tectonic plates underlying the East Africa rift system.2,3 This progressive change
in geography created drier weather on the east side of the valley, transforming the
rain forest into savannah and forcing our ancestors to spend increasingly larger time
periods out of the trees. Under such circumstances our arboreal ancestors would
have faced greater predation by lions, sabre-tooth tigers, hyenas, and such, due to
the greater speed and power of these large animals. Increased cooperation and the
ability to kill at a distance (i.e., throwing) were likely critical factors that enabled our
hominin line to survive in the savannah, as the tendency and ability to engage in
effective collective action would have made this move much safer in the presence of
such fast and powerful predators.4

This brief account of early hominin evolution suggests that cooperation and
collective action helped us survive and thrive away from the trees, and evo-
lutionary pressures appear to have increased our cooperative tendencies since
this time. Evidence for our hyper-cooperativeness can be seen not only in our
psychology,5 but also in physical traits such as the whites of our eyes, which
communicate gaze direction much better than the brown eyes of other apes.
The fact that we broadcast the direction of our attention suggests that it is to
our personal advantage for other members of our group to be aware of this
information.6
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Nonetheless, our cooperative nature appears to have evolved to extend only to
members of our own groups, and not to members of other groups. Evidence for
our selective, within-group cooperation can be found in numerous places, but per-
haps the clearest distinction is the one between humans and common chimpanzees.
When we compare levels of physical conflict within groups of hunter-gatherer
human populations (who have no recourse to formal laws, police, etc.) to that of
chimpanzee groups, we find that chimpanzees are anywhere from 150 to 550 times
more likely than humans to resort to physical aggression within their groups.7 In
contrast, when we examine acts of between-group aggression and violence, we find
that rates are very similar between human foragers and chimpanzees.8

This selective extension of cooperation primarily to members of one’s own group
would likely have been a prudent choice for our ancestors, as other groups of
hominins would rapidly have become their most important competitors.9 This state
of affairs has remained in place through tomodern humans, as substantial anthropo-
logical evidence shows that humans living today in small-scale societies are often in
a state of conflict with other groups.10 Such conflict typicallymanifests itself in small
scale skirmishes and raids, rather than the pitched battles that are common in mod-
ern warfare. Nonetheless, such raids are deadly, particularly over the long term, and
they benefit successful war parties through the theft of transportable wealth such as
cattle and the reproductive potential of captured women.11,12 Consequently, inter-
group conflict has been sustained in part because it leads to greater reproductive
success for members of successful war parties.13

In addition to the competition for resources posed by members of other groups
(known as realistic group conflict), ancestral societies also faced the risk that differ-
ent groups have exposure to different pathogens, and thus could potentially serve as
a disease vector. Our modern psychology appears to have responded to this threat
with strategies that enhance intergroup separation, as pathogen-rich environments
are associated with more ethnocentrism,14 languages,15 and religions,16 suggesting
that groups are less likely to inter-mingle when pathogen risk is high. The effects
of pathogens on attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs that favor one’s own group also
tend to be strongerwhen the pathogens rely on human-to-human transmission (e.g.,
hepatitis), than when the pathogens are transmitted from animals to humans (e.g.,
malaria).17 It is thus possible that pathogen threats are an additional underlying
source of what is known as symbolic group conflict, or the threat posed by groups
that have different practices and beliefs (which not only call into question one’s own
cultural or religious practices, but also have the potential to lead to different disease
transmission).

The result of these evolutionary forces is a human nature that is predisposed to
cooperation within groups but not outside them. This is not to say that conflict and
competition are not common within groups as well, as indeed they are, but as a gen-
eral rule we cooperate well with members of our own groups. Because the threat
posed by other groups is substantial, we cooperate particularly well with our fellow
groupmembers when we are in competition with other groups (therebymaking our
own group more effective in intergroup competition).18 Human leaders often take
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advantage of this aspect of our evolved psychology, and highlight the potential threat
posed by other groups to turn their followers’ attention away from their group’s inter-
nal problems or their own poor leadership. This strategy enhances within-group
loyalty and cooperation, thereby strengthening the leader’s position, but these gains
come at an ongoing cost of disrupted relationships with other groups (resulting in
lost commerce and increased conflict). Thus, rather than extending readily tomem-
bers of other groups, our cooperative nature is often associated with between-group
conflict, particularly when group leaders value their privileged position in the group
more than they value the group’s goals.19

Despite the substantial obstacles that these aspects of our evolved psychology
pose to intergroup cooperation, even mutually suspicious groups can and do coop-
erate with each other to achieve superordinate goals such as peace and security.
Current and historical small-scale societies show numerous instances of intergroup
cooperation, often in coalitions against other more powerful groups, but also in ser-
vice of inter-marriage and trade.20 As a consequence, intergroup attitudes are prob-
ably most accurately described as an automatic bias in favor of our own group cou-
pled with an ambivalence toward other groups, which manifests itself as a readiness
to either like or dislike them depending on whether they are currently perceived
as a threat or an opportunity.21 The default presence of ambivalence rather than
negativity toward other groups is critical, however, as it allows us to notice opportu-
nities when they emerge and form non-zero sum cooperative ventures across group
boundaries. Treaties and alliances are thus most effective when all parties share a
common goal so that the intergroup threat is defused and cheating is perceived as
impossible or of no potential benefit (more on this point below).

Humans evolved to have a relative sense of fairness

Our sense of fairness has deep evolutionary roots, and is based on more than just
perceptions aboutwhether particular rewards are appropriate compensation for par-
ticular efforts or outcomes. Rather, our sense of fairness is acutely tied to the rewards
that others in our social network are receiving for their actions. This psychology
can be seen in a variety of human behaviors (more on this below), and is most
famously demonstrated in monkeys by Brosnan and deWaal.22 In their experiment
they trainedmonkeys to return an object that was placed in their cage, and themon-
keys were paid in cucumber slices for their efforts. The monkeys clearly regarded
this payment as fair, given that they learned and sustained the appropriate behavior
based on cucumber rewards. The critical phase of the experiment took place when
monkeys witnessed another monkey receiving a grape (a preferred reward) for the
same action that they were completing for a cucumber slice. If fairness is an abso-
lute judgment, then it should not matter what reward the other monkey receives for
the same task. On the other hand, if fairness is a relative judgment, then it matters
a great deal what the other monkey is paid. Consistent with the logic of relativity,
the monkeys often refused to participate further when another monkey was more
highly rewarded for the same activity.
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Subsequent experimentation has suggested that there are important complexi-
ties in how monkeys perceive relative fairness that we do not yet understand.23 It is
important to keep in mind, however, that experiments on the acceptance vs. rejec-
tion of unfair rewards provide a very strong test of the relative fairness hypothesis, as
they pit fairness concerns against the desire to receive even a lower quality reward.
Indeed, economists have argued that the rational response is to accept a reward no
matter how unfair it is, so long as it is better than nothing. Interestingly, however,
most humans violate this principle and reject highly unfair rewards in favor of no
reward at all.24 Thus, despite these complexities, an underlying concern for relative
fairness seems evident in our primate cousins, and a large literature attests to the
fact that humans prefer relative fairness from an early age.25

These results raise the question about why monkeys (and humans) are so con-
cerned with what someone else is getting. The answer to this question likely arises
from two sources. First, at a within-group level, position in the status hierarchy is
a critical determinant of attractiveness as a mate. To be regarded as an acceptable
partner, I not only must possess positive qualities, but I must also possess qualities
that aremore positive than (or at least equally positive to) my other groupmembers.
If I learn that someone in my group is receiving more than I am, then my outcome
is diminished by the fact that I have now been reduced in status. Because status is
inherently a relative judgment, nearly all my evaluations of self and others become
relative and a product of social comparison.26 This focus on relative reward within
groups is thus primarily a product of sexual selection.27

These effects of social comparison within our group can be seen even in ourmost
fundamental judgments. For example, in American society wealthier people tend to
be happier than poorer people.28 This effect of wealth on happiness is not as large
as people imagine, but it is clearly evident, particularly in the lower income ranges.
Nevertheless, as Americans have become richer over the last fifty years (with a dou-
bling in purchasing power), there has been no commensurate increase in happiness.
The same effect can be seen in the European Union, where purchasing power more
than trebled over a thirty year span yet life satisfaction remained stable. One inter-
pretation of these findings is that an increase inwealth does not lead to a commensu-
rate increase in happinesswhen almost everyone experiences that increase inwealth,
because their relative position in the status hierarchy remains unchanged. My color
television makes me happy when my neighbors only have a black and white tele-
vision, but once we all have a color televisions it does nothing for me (other than
prevent me from dropping in happiness by being below my neighbors).29

Such status differences within groups are important in determining an individ-
ual’s reproductive success, but status differences between groups can also be impor-
tant in determining whether group members meet their basic survival needs. By
the timeHomo sapiens began colonizing the distant reaches of the globe, our ances-
tors were often in a state of competition over resources. Human history was thus
often a story of stronger groups pushing weaker groups away from preferred hunt-
ing grounds, watering holes, fishing sites, etc.30 Indeed, a fair portion of human
expansion and exploration is probably the story of groups escaping or being forced
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to abandon preferred areas by their stronger or more aggressive neighbors. Escape-
driven expansion can be seenmost clearlywhenhuman groups occupy precarious or
dangerous living arrangements, such as dwellings high upon cliff sides. Such living
arrangements undoubtedly provide protection against attack, but at an undoubted
cost of lives and limbs. Thus, at least since the emergence of the comparatively
sedentary living arrangements of hunter-horticulturalists and agriculturalists, rel-
ative fairness can matter as much between groups as it matters within them.31

Due to this fundamental importance of relative fairness, even when people are
gaining a satisfactory outcome the presence of free-riders causes those who are
putting in the effort to lose out in the competition for resources. Thus, cheating is a
fundamental threat to relative fairness, and humans have evolved a hypersensitivity
to the possibility of being cheated. This sensitivity can be seen in various aspects
of human psychology, one of which is an enhanced capacity to solve logical prob-
lems when they are phrased in terms of detecting cheaters compared to when they
are phrased in terms of social obligations or general logical rules.32 For example, if
people are asked to test the claim that everyone who eats cereal also drinks orange
juice, they tend to check cereal eaters to see what they are drinking but they fail to
check coffee drinkers to see what they are eating. In contrast, if people are asked
to test adherence to the law that in order to drink cassava juice one must first get
a tattoo, they now check cassava drinkers to see if they have tattoos and they also
check people without tattoos to be sure they are not drinking cassava juice. These
data suggest that we are chronically alert to the possibility of being cheated, which
enables our cognitive machinery to function more effectively in such contexts. And
perhapsmost importantly for the purposes of the current article, this increased cog-
nitive sensitivity to cheating disappears when people are in situations in which they
believe cheating is impossible.33

So how do concerns about relative fairness and cheating impact efforts to attain
peace and global security? The unfortunate upshot of these concerns is that when
groups, societies, or nations attempt to negotiate peace treaties or even trade agree-
ments, they are hamstrung by the desire of both sides to ensure that the other side is
not getting a better deal. Because fairness concerns are relative, it is not sufficient for
an agreement to benefit both sides compared to the status quo. Rather, agreements
must not be seen to benefit one side more than the other. Concerns with relative
status ensure that people will reject a treaty that is better than their current arrange-
ment if it is perceived as bringing greater benefits to the other party.

This concern about relative outcomes is then compounded by hypersensitivity to
the possibility that the other side might be cheating and not meeting their obliga-
tions under the agreement. Because people are so sensitive to cheating, they tend to
over-react when they see any hints of it, and quickly stop meeting their own obli-
gations so that they do not provide others with a relative advantage. As a result, any
system of agreements can rapidly collapse if there is insufficient authority to punish
cheaters. One response to this state of affairs is to seek out or create sanctioning insti-
tutions,34 but sovereign nations can be loath to agree to supranational treaties that
include sanctions that are likely to be directed at their own nation.35 There are noted
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exceptions to this claim, such as exist in many supranational trade and armaments
agreements, but such treaties often follow rather than precede the establishment of
trust or emerge in domains in which rivals’ interests align.36

Although agreements that contain powerful sanctions can be difficult to ratify,
they not only prevent cheating but also short-circuit the worries about potential
cheating that can cause both sides to fail to uphold their part of the bargain. For
this reason, technical solutions that make cheating impossible (e.g., detection of
plutonium production via satellite)37 can enable agreements to succeed that oth-
erwise would fail through mistrust. Additionally, the expectation of ongoing and
inter-dependent future interactions can also increase people’s willingness to ignore
momentary relative disparities, as future opportunities can offset current costs in
people’s mental calculus regarding fairness.38

Humans evolved to be self-deceptive hypocrites

Ofnecessity, predator-prey interactions end in the death of one or the other (i.e., din-
ner or starvation). In contrast, competition between members of the same species
are elaborate signaling events that are intended to clarifywhich individual is stronger
before the conflict escalates to the point of injury. It is in neither the winning nor the
losing party’s interest to fight over resources. Rather, it is in both party’s interest to
determine who would win if the fight took place, with this determination followed
immediately by deference or flight and the resultant de-escalation of the conflict.
Only when competitors appear to be equally matched does a conflict over resources
escalate into actual physical combat.

For this reason, within-species competition among non-human animals rarely
relies on actual force, as the threat of force is a deterrent to conflict. Although human
conflicts are guided by the same principles as those of other animals, the recurrence
of warfare is testimony to the frequency with which the two sides are unable to
agree who will win the ensuing contest. No doubt self-deception plays an impor-
tant role in the failure of the losing side to predict their eventual loss39 (more on
this point below), but the advent of nuclear weapons seems to have created a new
reality in which people appreciate the deterrence value of such extraordinary force
in the absence of using it.40 The primary advantage of nuclear arms appears to lie
in the realization that even the winning side will suffer intolerable losses, and thus
both sides can continue to predict their eventual victory but nonetheless choose not
to escalate.

Because both parties typically suffer costs when a competition escalates to vio-
lence, and hence both parties are motivated to avoid an actual test of abilities, con-
tests between members of the same species are typically a blend of honest and dis-
honest signaling intended to convince the other party of one’s strength and ability.41

In this context, it behooves individuals to be able to exaggerate their strengths and
downplay their weaknesses. This sort of exaggeration can be seen throughout the
animal kingdom, such as when moose or hyenas raise the hackles on their back to
appear larger, or when crayfish build unnecessarily large claw shells that they cannot
fill with muscle.42 Importantly, however, these types of posturing appear to be more
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than just bluffing. Animals do not want to reveal knowledge of their ownweaknesses
(even guppies and crickets can tell when their opponent lacks confidence),43 and
thus bluffing can be facilitated by believing in one’s own bluff.44 This is the essence
of overconfidence.45

This self-deceptive overconfidence is ubiquitous among humans, who typically
believe that they are better, stronger, faster, andmore attractive than they really are.46

This overconfidence plays a critical role in conflict escalation, as it causes the even-
tual losers of a conflict to nevertheless believe that they will emerge victorious. In
Kahneman andRenshon’s terms,47 this is why hawkswin in the battle for a leader’s or
a collective’s heart andmind. In combinationwith an evolved lack of cooperativeness
with other groups, the belief in one’s own likely victory is a driving force toward con-
flict. Add to these the self-deceptive belief that one’s own cause is righteous, whereas
one’s opponent’s cause is immoral,48 and conflict begins to look almost inevitable.

The result of these processes is that we trust our own group’s intentions but we
doubt the intentions of other groups, even when their actions are identical to our
own. For example, despite having a large arsenal of nuclear weapons, Americans
“know” they would never use them except in self-defense. Indeed, to Americans
it seems inherently obvious to the most casual observer that the American nuclear
arsenal was built for deterrence rather than aggression. ButAmericans do not extend
this trust to other countries; to Americans it also seems inherently obvious that Iran
has no need for nuclear weapons other than to play a disruptive role in the Middle
East. These apparent “facts” are so obvious to Americans that when other countries
deny their own aggressive intent, or question American intentions, their denial and
questioning are perceived as disingenuous and a strategic bargaining stance. But, of
course, from the perspective of America’s rivals, perceptions are a mirror image and
such American claims are highly suspect.

Is the application of evolutionary principles to international relations a
“bad idea”?

As noted at the outset of this paper, peace and global security are human endeavors,
and thus a greater understanding of human nature can only enhance our ability to
understand (and achieve) peace and security. This position is reflected in the writ-
ings of some scholars in international relations,49 but has been strongly refuted by
others. Of course, applying ideas from one discipline to another will always involve
risk, as the mechanisms at play might be at different levels of analysis, and theo-
ries might not translate as expected from the systems in which they were generated.
For this reason, it is wise to be cautious when extrapolating from biology and psy-
chology to international relations, and the arguments laid out in this article would
benefit from empirical scrutiny.

In this context, it is nevertheless worth considering the conceptual underpin-
nings of a series of criticisms that Lebow has leveled at the application of evolution-
ary principles in international relations.50 Many of the issues he raises are familiar
and have been discussed previously by psychologists,51 so I address only a few key
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points here.Most notably, Lebow’s article conflates biological origins with inflexibil-
ity,52 and assumes that evolutionary explanations pit nature against nurture.53 Evo-
lutionary science does not, however, conceive of either body or mind as the product
of some sort of competition between nature and nurture, nor as the product of an
inflexible biological program, nor as something removed from human choice and
agency. Indeed, the field of quantitative genetics goes beyond such generalizations
to quantify the contribution of genes, the environment, and their interaction to the
resultant phenotype.54 To provide a concrete example, differences in our genes give
us the capacity to growmuscles of different sizes, and they also provide the blueprint
that enables our muscles to grow to varying degrees when they are repeatedly over-
taxed. Nonetheless, it is our lifestyle that determines whether we submit ourmuscles
to more or less environmental strain and provide them with more or less nutrition,
and thereby cause them to grow or shrink. As a result, different size muscles are a
product of our genes, our environment, and the interaction between our genes and
our environment; and at the same time our musculature can also be a matter of per-
sonal choice.

Lebow also suggests that the application of evolutionary biology to human affairs
is “often, although not always, motivated by retrograde political and economic
agendas”55 and as such, is implicitly inclined to support ideas that inequality and
hierarchy are inevitable.56 In effect this criticism advocates abandoning a scien-
tific approach that might give us a greater understanding of international relations
because we worry we might not like the implications. But evolutionary psychology
proposes that human nature is predisposed to hierarchy and egalitarianism, to con-
flict and cooperation. Rather than rejecting or ignoring difficult aspects of human
nature, a better understanding of the complex relationship between these drives
might help address the challenges humanity faces.

Conclusion

Humans evolved to be highly cooperative, but the evolutionary pressures that
enhanced our cooperativeness were a fight for survival; our cooperative nature
evolved primarily to make us fiercer competitors. It should therefore come as no
surprise that our cooperative nature does not extend automatically to members of
other groups. Indeed, because other groups were often a serious threat to our ances-
tors’ survival, cooperation across group boundaries relies on a very tenuous form
of trust. Because fairness is relative, this intergroup trust is threatened whenever we
perceive another group as benefitting more from an agreement than we do, even if
that agreement is clearly more beneficial than no agreement at all. Lastly, because
we hypocritically perceive the motives of our own group positively but the same
motives of other groups as inherently suspect, we are unwilling to extend the bene-
fit of the doubt to other groups but are dubious when other groups fail to extend the
benefit of the doubt to us.

All of these psychological factors pose important obstacles to our ability and will-
ingness to achieve lasting peace and security with members of other ethnic groups,
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religions, and nations. But our evolved psychology is also highly sensitive to con-
text, as it is the flexibility of human cognition and behavior that has made us such
an evolutionary success story. Thus, the barriers to peace imposed by these deeply
ingrained psychological tendencies can be overcome—not through reassurance or
denial—but through structures, processes, and agreements that align the interests
of previously hostile groups or through agreements and verification strategies that
bypass these concerns.

When people see their interests aligned with other groups, or when they believe
that it is not possible to cheat on an agreement, they are no longer hyper-vigilant for
signs of cheating nor are they tempted to cheat themselves. It is often difficult to align
the interests of different groups, particularly when they have a long history of realis-
tic or symbolic conflict, but there are numerous societal forces that can achieve this
goal over time (e.g., increasing democracy, greater awareness and understanding of
other cultures through increased contact). Indeed, the increasing integration of the
international community through travel, trade, and tourism (as well as increasing
e-integration over the internet) has the potential to create inmany people a superor-
dinate identity as fellow humans rather than members of certain tribes, ethnicities,
or religions. When such alignment of interests and redrawing of group boundaries
are not readily achieved, scientific and technological advances in the ability to detect
cheaters, combined with agreements that are based on a realistic understanding of
our evolved psychology, can nonetheless help create the circumstances that make it
possible to trust through verification.
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