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that is larger than ourselves—to be a “we” and not just 
a “me”? Does even the phrase itself reflect a naïve, ro-
mantic delusion? and does it make any sense—as my 
friend somehow felt—to view morality as an evolved 
adaptation for social function, much like the hypothal-
amus is for bodily homeostasis?1

of course both cultures and individuals vary in the 
extent to which they value and experience “we-ness.” 
indeed, each of us experiences our own changes and 
inner ambivalences in seeking and yielding to what we 
take to be a greater good. Scientific understandings of 
living systems in general and human sociality in par-
ticular also reflect a profound ambivalence—and often 
very polarized disagreement—about the consonance 
between evolutionary processes and what we take 
to be goodness or beneficence. I want to explore two 
contested issues that reflect both ideological disagree-
ment and intrinsic ambiguity, which are nevertheless 
moving toward hopeful clarity.

the Biotic Arc of “We”

 For millennia before darwin, religious and 
philosophical traditions have held wildly differing 
views about goodness and the natural world. a de-
cade before publication of The Origin, Tennyson epit-
omized rejection of romanticism’s sentimentalized 
view of nature’s goodness in his influential In Memo-
riam:

If I am not for myself, who will be for me? But 
if I am only for myself, who am I?
  —Hillel

Two principles in human nature reign;
Self-love, to urge, and reason, to restrain;
Self-love, the spring of motion, acts the soul;
Reason’s comparing balance rules the whole.
  —Alexander Pope, Essay on Man

in recent days, a number of friends have told me 
that they felt physically ill in light of national 
events. not just out of anger, or self-concern, 
or even empathic regard for others. But from 

a general sense of “moral horror.” one close friend 
shared with me, “We’re obsessed with being great, but 
not good. somehow i feel like a cell in a diseased body. 
But i guess one upside is that it reminds me i really am 
part of a social body. i’m part of a ‘we,’ even if the we is 
morally hypothermic.”

i don’t share the above to make a political state-
ment. We may disagree about what constitutes the 
good, and even when we agree, there will be different 
understandings of how to balance competing goods 
and what the best strategies are for achieving them. 
But the anecdote involves a crucial existential and fas-
cinating scientific question. To what extent, if at all, are 
we humans endowed to genuinely care about a “good” 
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ities of life for self-maintenance are not the same as 
being “selfish.” The latter entails behaviors that target 
self-flourishing in opposition or consequential indif-
ference to the flourishing of others.4

self-maintenance needn’t entail other-opposition. 
indeed, many cases of mutualism and symbiosis ex-
hibit the very opposite. in lichens, an organism i have 
studied with great delight in the boreal forest, there 
is actually a union of two species to form a new one. 
a fungus provides a water-holding substrate and an 
algae provides photosynthetic nourishment. not only 
does this inextricably link self-flourishing to others, 
but it arguably erodes the demarcation of “other,” cre-
ating a more expansive kind of functional “self” or or-
ganic individual.5 a “greater good.”6

However, maybe such cases of symbiotic flourish-
ing are just outliers or unusual outcomes that have 
somehow overcome a more fundamental and intrin-
sic selfishness and competitiveness to nature? This is 
the second problem with the claim that all’s selfish: it 
badly conflates the over-arching process of natural se-
lection with the more limited and admittedly “selfish” 
phenomenon of competition.

although he did not devise either phrase, darwin 
did use both “struggle for existence” and “survival of 
the fittest.”7 But tooth-in-claw connotations notwith-
standing, neither is necessarily competitive. Yes, crea-
tures can struggle against each other for mates or food; 
but they can also simply wrestle against the physical 
environment, sometimes struggling not against but 
with each other, as in huddling together against the 
cold. darwin himself claimed “i use the term strug-
gle for Existence in a large and metaphorical sense, 
including dependence of one being on another.” and 
a century and a half later, Martin nowak, who directs 
Harvard’s Program for Evolutionary dynamics, ob-
serves that it is not just mechanistically possible but 
actually necessary for evolutionary innovation (for 
reasons we’ll discuss) that the struggle for existence 
be attended by what he playfully calls the “snuggle for 
existence.”8

Neither does survival of the fittest intrinsically en-
tail competition; it is just the successful reproduction 
of those best able to meet challenges in a given envi-
ronment. More precisely, natural selection is simply 
“differential reproduction”: some heritable variations 
increase more rapidly than others. on the other hand, 
competition is ecologically understood as mutually 
subversive impact on one another’s reproduction. so, 
whereas competition requires your profit at my loss, 

Who trusted god was love indeed
And love Creation’s final law
Tho’ nature, red in tooth and claw
With ravine, shriek’d against his creed
By the end of his sixteen-year pilgrimage writing 

the poem, Tennyson had worked out a more nuanced 
and hopeful view that recognized both the perils and 
promises of nature. But many of my colleagues in bi-
ology have not done so, emphasizing “selfishness” not 
just as an aspect of nature’s dynamics, but as the ulti-
mately essential and definitive meta-narrative of life.

Eminent evolutionary biologist george Williams 
regards “natural selection as a process for maximizing 
selfishness.” David Barash claims “evolutionary biolo-
gy is quite clear that ‘What’s in it for me?’ is an ancient 
refrain for all life.” richard dawkins simply asserts 
that “we are born selfish.” And in an understandably 
famous passage, Michael ghiselin claims, “scratch 
an ‘altruist,’ and watch a ‘hypocrite’ bleed. no hint of 
genuine charity ameliorates our vision of society, once 
sentimentalism has been laid aside. What passes for 
cooperation turns out to be a mixture of opportunism 
and exploitation.”2

These aren’t straw-man representations of sci-
entific outliers, but are prominently cited depictions 
of how the world fundamentally works. although it’s 
important not to sentimentalize living systems, it’s 
equally important not to vilify them. The “all is selfish” 
attributions in the name of evolution are just wrong, 
for three reasons that combine to form a very different 
narrative of nature.

First, the very term “selfish” has moral and anthro-
pomorphic implications that conflate motive with con-
sequences. We all recognize that a person may behave 
with intentions focused genuinely and unselfishly on 
the welfare of another—say caring for your child or 
jumping into the river to save a friend—that neverthe-
less have consequences that directly or indirectly con-
tribute to biological fitness. Such care for others is not 
“selfish” in any meaningful sense. But even in creatures 
without intentions, there is an important distinction 
between what we might consider selfishness and “self-
ness.” in contrast to rocks, living systems have “ends”: 
they develop, actively maintain internal order, and 
reproduce. insofar as they are target-oriented in sus-
taining internal conditions and structure, we can view 
them as “autonomous agents able to act on their own 
behalf.”3 in some sense, they are “selves” with needs 
and responsive, goal-oriented behaviors as they work 
to preserve their selfhood. But the wondrous capac-
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There is an irony here that I find sublime. While 
autonomy is relinquished at the “lower” level, it is ac-
tually enhanced at the higher. The capacity to sense the 
environment, to control internal conditions, to “act on 
one’s own behalf” through a range of emerging capac-
ities—the very qualities we associate with life itself—

are elaborated 
across the series 
of ETis.  indeed, 
fifty years ago in 
a prominent but 
at the time icon-

oclastically anti-reductionist essay, chemist-philoso-
pher Michael Polanyi suggested evolution involves a 
“progressive intensification of the higher principles 
of life.” Many now view ETis as both yielding and re-
quiring this serial emergence of biotic capacities for a 
“greater good.” 12

But it is important not to romanticize this pat-
tern. While the simplistic nihilism of “all’s selfish” is 
clearly wrong, it’s equally unwarranted to slip into a 
schmaltzy “all’s good” idealization of nature. any un-
derstanding of greater good or collective flourishing 
must recognize the ambiguous interplay between sup-
ports and subversions of its attainment.

Although selfishness may not have the last word, it 
certainly retains a vote. at each emerging stage, there 
is possibility of conflict, now at two levels. The new 
“individuals” can compete with each other. and there 
can also be tension between the emerging higher-lev-
el entity and its previously autonomous constituents, 
which may defect on the collective. any cooperative 
enterprise involves the opportunity for selfish gain 
through failure to do one’s share or taking another’s 
share. in social interactions between organisms we 
recognize many forms of free-riding or exploitation. 
and within animal bodies, individual cells may go 
rogue and insist on their reproductive autonomy to the 
detriment of the whole, in what we call cancers. Even 
in single bacterial cells, there are “selfish genetic ele-
ments.” a stunning example is dna that reproduces 
apart from chromosomes and that—like Mafia selling 
protection—secretes a toxin into the cell that kills any 
daughter cell that doesn’t also contain the antidote it 
makes. 13

so while not determinative, it remains the case that 
“selfishness is pervasive and manifests at all scales of 
biology, from societies, to individuals, to genetic ele-
ments within a genome.” 14  The marvel of living sys-
tems and the evolutionary process by which they have 

natural selection just means you make more profit 
than i do. importantly, your presence in the market-
place doesn’t necessarily hurt me. it could even help, 
or as is often the case, just be unrelated to my success. 
a bacterium with a mutation for antibiotic resistance 
or metabolizing a new nutrient can reproduce more 
rapidly than a strain that lacks these abilities, without 
exerting any negative impact on the other.

Finally, and most provocatively, the above two ob-
servations help give rise to a third. it turns out that 
the arc of evolution can be viewed not strictly as “max-
imizing selfishness” but even as generating we-ness. 
or, perhaps, as facilitating the emergence of new, in-
clusive levels of self-ness. at face value that may sound 
flaky or obscure. But biologists now recognize a tangi-
ble series of “major evolutionary transitions” involv-
ing the sequential increase of cooperative interdepen-
dence.9 over evolutionary history:

self-replicating molecules come together in pro-
to-cells.

“simple” bacterial (prokaryotic) cells come togeth-
er to form complex eukaryotic cells with compartmen-
talized division of labor.

single cells come together to form multicellular 
plants, fungi, and animals, with specialized cells and 
organs that diversify functions.

solitary individuals come together to form colo-
nies or eusocial animal groups with specified roles or 
castes.

Primate sociality gives rise to large, symbol-medi-
ated, intensely cooperative human societies with lin-
guistically negotiated division of labor between genet-
ically unrelated individuals.

These transitions share thematic continuities 
that have fascinating relevance to the idea of “greater 
good.” all involve the integration of previously sepa-
rate individual entities into a larger-scale, functional 
cooperative. This requires not only cooperation, but 
a special kind of cooperation based on specialization, 
division of labor, and indispensable reliance on oth-
ers. The transitions also involve the emergence of new 
kinds of information storage and transmission, with 
entities that could previously replicate on their own 
now requiring a larger unit. For all these reasons, 
previously autonomous “selves” now are obligately 
interdependent on each other at a higher level of or-
ganization. in fact, these stages are often referred to as 
“evolutionary transitions in individuality,” or ETis.10 
Maybe it’s not a romantic delusion to think that a me 
really can also involve a we.

To what extent, if at all, are 
we humans endowed to genuine-
ly care about a “good” that is larg-
er than ourselves?
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of help, friends resonantly enter in to one another’s 
joys, sorrows, and yearnings. Poignantly, aristotle 
even referred to friends as a “second self.” a profound 
we.

importantly, friends constitute a we not merely in 
virtue of being attentive to each other’s needs, but also 
through a shared gaze beyond those needs. a distinc-
tive quality of human friendships is that they are often 
convened around mutual commitments that ostensi-
bly have little directly to do with the material success, 
much less the evident reproductive interests, of the in-
dividuals. We jointly pursue and encourage one anoth-
er in moral ends. and we may also cultivate non-moral 
goods: common interests in music, literature, an area 
of scientific inquiry, even a style of surfing, or—so I am 
told—obnoxious forms of humor pursued at puzzling 
investment of time and potential sacrifice of profes-
sional reputation.20

i must confess to being a little self-conscious about 
describing attributes of friendships that are so self-ev-
ident. But they are surely not self-explanatory, and at 
face value, may seem to “defy the logic of evolution-
ary theory,” even to those who formally study it.21 al-
though it turns out they do not, the shared ascription 
and pursuit of value, ostensibly independent of instru-
mental utility, is especially notable and is something i 
want to return to later.

The intensiveness of friendships with those we 
know is complemented by the extensiveness of coop-
eration with those we don’t know. We cooperate with 
people we are not related to and have never met—on 
the basis of reputation, and even across large pop-
ulations in the absence of reputational familiarity. 
This has been described as a “spectacular evolution-
ary anomaly” not only because the observable range 
of cooperation is so vast, but also because the means 
by which cooperation is stabilized and defection con-
trolled is so novel. it entails symbolically encoded, cul-
turally transmitted behavioral norms, or morality.22

While that observation is uncontroversial, it is by 
no means simple. There are manifold evolutionary ac-
counts for how our moral capacities arose, how mo-
rality does its social work, and what it is ultimately ca-
pable of achieving in light of biotic constraints. Even 
superficially mapping the landscape of approaches to 
these questions is beyond my scope here. But i want to 
point out several serial installments of thinking.

in his seminal treatment, sometimes referred to 
as second generation sociobiology, richard alexander 
observed that human cooperation is extended beyond 

emerged is that they have developed strategies that ex-
pand and solutions that stabilize cooperative interde-
pendence, not in the absence of, but in the continuing 
face of “selfish” challenges that stand to subvert biotic 
“greater good.” 15 

This flourishing through escalating cooperative in-
terdependence is wondrous, but it does not constitute 
an ethical trajectory or a moral arc. it involves coop-
erative dynamics that are extended and conflicts that 
are navigated by the distinctively human moral enter-
prise.

the MorAl Arc

Human beings are the most intensively and ex-
tensively cooperative creatures on earth. our division 
of labor, cooperation with unrelated individuals, and 
social interactions across large groups have been de-
scribed as representing a “huge anomaly in the animal 
world.”16 But setting aside the debated question of just 
how much difference in degree is required to consti-
tute a difference in kind, there is no disagreement that 

“human coop-
eration exceeds 
that of all other 
species with re-
gard to scale and 
range.”17

in terms of intensiveness, we invest in long-term 
dyadic or small-group relationships—not just collab-
orations but “friendships”—that are based on neither 
kinship nor strict reciprocity. indeed, the distinguish-
ing, wonderful, and somewhat mystifying mark of be-
ing friends is that we do not vigilantly keep tabs on 
payback. The threshold of trust and ease, where a 
confederate ambles into my kitchen and forages in the 
fridge without asking, has always been precious to me. 
Evolutionary anthropologist Joan silk refers to “coop-
eration without counting” as the puzzle of friendship.18

This is not to say there is no mutuality. of course 
friends help—and rely on each other to help—in times 
of need. But this help is often (and most notably) ex-
tended when the other’s need is so intense that com-
pensatory return isn’t guaranteed, or even likely. or, 
through gifts or skills that others have but we lack, 
friends may aid us in ways we could never repay. such 
enduring commitment may be especially crucial in a 
uniquely social species like humans, whose long life 
ranges across unpredictable periods of adequacy or 
deprivation.19

and beyond, or perhaps underlying, the provision 

The wondrous capacities of 
life for self-maintenance are not 
the same as being “selfish.”
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our cooperative commitment. our past good deeds 
leave their trace on our bearing, which invites oth-
ers to cooperate with us. and honest regret about our 
misdeeds—triggered by conscience—may also be an 
important signal. so a smile, generated by the legacy 
of genuine goodwill, really may be worth a thousand 
words. and a convincing counterfeit may too be hard 
to fake.

While this sounds highly speculative, several fasci-
nating empirical studies have found that people can in 
fact detect cooperators apart from reputation or previ-
ous interaction. and such detection is even correlated 
with involuntary facial displays, like smile symme-
try.25 spontaneous laughter has also been found to 
be hard to fake, and to effectively signal and generate 
trust. Perhaps shared humor, waywardly indifferent to 
reputation, isn’t so puzzling after all!

Both the “moral rules” proposal of ir and the 
“virtue ethics” proposal of cooperative signaling of-
fer plausible explanations of how human cooperation 
extends beyond kinship and reciprocity. and each is 
underwritten by empirical findings. Along with many 
others, my own view is that they are helpful, but in-
complete. The first approach does not account for co-
operation that exceeds reputational mediation. and 
while the second addresses this phenomenon, it does 
not account for why only humans systematically ex-
hibit it. other animals communicate social emotions 
and employ various hard-to fake-displays. Why have 
only we so significantly extended cooperation by sig-
naling? Moreover, neither approach accounts for the 
origin of—in fact, each entails the largescale absence 
of—altruistic behaviors that benefit others at net ex-
pense to the actor.

group selection is one of several attempts to deal 
with the question of ostensibly sacrificial or other-ben-
efitting behaviors. Darwin himself observed that while 
“a high standard of morality” might not benefit an in-
dividual over others within a group, it will “give an im-
mense advantage to one tribe over another.” and this 
process is not limited to human morality. group selec-
tion can occur whenever (if ever) the relinquishment 
of individual benefit relative to other group members 
is compensated by group success over other groups. 
“Selfishness beats altruism within groups. Altruistic 
groups beat selfish groups.”26 some formulations of 
group selection go on to posit the emergence of groups 
as functional organisms—a greater good—and are 
even applied to some of the evolutionary transitions 
described earlier.

kinship and reciprocal exchange by “indirect reciproc-
ity” (ir)23: your good deed may not be paid back by 
the recipient, but may be compensated by earning the 
trust and cooperation of another who sees or even 
just hears of it. Humans can reward—and punish— 
by transmitting stories about each other. Thus it may 
be, as the Hebrew proverb goes, “a good name is to 
be chosen above riches.” or a bad name can subvert 
riches. and morality, according to alexander, consti-
tutes the rules that mediate accumulation of capital 
in one’s reputational bank account. Conscience, then, 
can be viewed as an alarm that goes off when a behav-
ior stands to erode reputational capital.

To whatever extent this view of conscience has 
some explanatory merit, it is straight-out incomplete 
in terms of our interior experience. Conscience “goes 
off” not only as we’re about to do something, but after 
we have done it. Humans recall past actions, consider 
the counterfactual possibility that we could have cho-
sen differently, and—in light of what we consider to be 
right—regret the choice we made. darwin commented 
on this relationship between regret and conscience. Be-
havioral economist Herbert Gintis affirms something 
most of us (other than a few in public office) know by 
sad experience: we feel that “being dishonest dirties 
me.” Conscience isn’t just an alarm that warns us of an 
impending reputational crash, like a stall alarm in an 
airplane. it may sound years after a safe landing, via a 
route that we can’t endorse, even if others do.

But setting aside feelings for a moment and focus-
ing on behaviors, why would someone behave pro-so-
cially if there is no reputational payoff? Why leave a 
tip in an out-of-town restaurant to which you’ll never 
return, or refrain from cheating when unlikely to get 
busted? 

Moving beyond ir and addressing both the feel-
ing and behavioral aspects of pro-sociality, economist 
robert Frank proposed that to the very extent social 
dispositions are not tied to projections of self-benefit, 
they may end up benefitting the actor.24 nobody wants 
to cooperate with someone whose commitment wa-
vers with the rate of return. (“Honesty may be the best 
policy, but he who is honest only for that reason is not 
honest.”) reminiscent of virtue-theory, Frank points 
out that habits of unselfish behavior are not just mo-
tivated by, but also reinforce, pro-social dispositions 
or emotions. Here virtue theory becomes signaling 
theory. since these dispositions can be conveyed by 
hard-to-fake non-verbal displays like facial expres-
sions, they may serve as reliable signals to others of 
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they also required the development of new cultural 
norms that expanded and stabilized scale of cooper-
ation.

one current and widely discussed proposal in Cgs 
(in some ways a rehabilitation of earlier functionalist 
accounts from the sociology of religion) is that notions 
of “moralizing gods” are a cultural adaptation that en-
abled the emergence of cooperation in large, cosmo-
politan groups several thousand years ago.31 The idea 
posits that belief in moral deities, who punish and re-
ward social behavior, not only reduces the social costs 
of policing defectors, but mitigates ir’s problem of 
why a person should be good when no one is watching. 
(However, a society that leaves cheating control up to 
such gods—whether or not they exist—will be vulnera-
ble to those individuals who don’t believe.) a comple-
mentary take runs along the lines of gintis’s notions 
of internalization (“being dishonest dirties me”). it is 
not just cognitive belief in the existence of beings who 
reward and punish, but the affective apprehension of 
their numinous presence that underwrites being kind 
to others. some religious believers claim to experience 
moral choices as either intrinsically celebrating or sul-
lying commerce—“friendship”—with divine reality or 
sacred domains of compelling beauty.32

What do we make of this? Martin Luther king, 
quoting abolitionist clergyman Theodore Parker, 
claimed “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it 
bends toward justice.” does Cgs, or perhaps even re-
ligion in all its ambiguous variability, trace that arc?

unfortunately, things are not quite that simple. 
For there is a “dark side” to both group selection and 
religion. Insofar as they effectively establish group 
identity and facilitate group success, they may do so in 
contrast to the success of other groups. altruist groups 
beat other groups. But this may entail anything from 
benevolent service to the disenfranchised, to martyrs 
in religious warfare. 

Yes, there does appear to be a historical “moral 
arc” with respect to who is included in the group and 
therefore construed to be in the domain of ethical con-
cern. The maxim “love your neighbor” thankfully in-
volves a lot more neighbors than it did in the past. But 
it’s not clear there’s an ascending arc to how we treat 
those we refuse to view as neighbors. The maxim “love 
your enemy” seems to be an extraordinary, if resplen-
dent, rarity. it is a “spectacular outlier,” as elusive as it 
was when proposed millennia ago.

The trick, then, might be to cultivate ways of 
counting more folks as neighbors, by both honoring 

another approach, which need not appeal to group 
selection, is gene-culture co-evolution. Co-evolution-
ary theory critiques the famous reductionist dictum of 
sociobiology that “genes hold culture on a leash” and 
that the only “demonstrable function” of morality is 
transmission of “human genetic material.”27 Philoso-
pher daniel dennett, emphatic advocate of natural se-
lection though he is, affirms “our ability to devote our 
lives to something we deem more important than our 
own personal welfare, or our own biological impera-
tive to reproduce. . . we also have creeds, and the abil-
ity to transcend our genetic imperatives.”28 indeed, 
some degree of cultural “transcendence” is virtually 
universally affirmed in contemporary evolutionary 

accounts of hu-
man behavior. 
But there are 
varied takes on 
its implications 
for beneficence 
and social 

function. “altruism” could even be viewed as a biotic 
maladaptation, a mental parasite that is transmitted 
at the expense of both individual and group function.

There are manifold and debated formulations of 
group selection and co-evolutionary theory. a promis-
ing approach that integrates both is “cultural group se-
lection” (Cgs). Cgs posits that human social structure 
is not just a byproduct of individual competition, but is 
functionally organized by culturally constructed moral 
(and other) norms. respecting the question posed at 
the beginning of this essay, in the view of Cgs, mo-
rality may indeed be an evolved adaptation for social 
function, in some sense like a hypothalamus regulat-
ing organismic integration. indeed, back to my friend’s 
moral anguish, the emergence of “group-mindedness” 
in which “‘We’ are all in this together and are inter-
dependent on one another,” may give rise to (and be 
based on) our striking capacity to feel collective guilt 
and shame.29 Thus groups may be organism-like, with 
individual members yearning for and contributing to 
the greater good. and groups that more successfully 
cultivate interdependent function may differentially 
succeed over other groups.30

a Cgs perspective is consistent with the observa-
tion that human social structure has developed his-
torically from small, highly interdependent foraging 
groups, to neolithic agricultural societies, to immense 
cosmopolitan states. While these developments were 
facilitated by the emergence of novel technologies, 

a distinctive quality of human 
friendships is that they are often 
convened around mutual commit-
ments…We jointly pursue and en-
courage one another in moral ends.
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mutually provoke commitment to moral and non-mor-
al greater goods. This explicit encouragement toward 
valued ends has been recognized from aristotle on. 
and recent empirical work has found that in simple 
interaction with friends or trusted others, or even in 
shared activities ranging from music to laughter, out-
group vigilance may be relaxed. The “second self” of 
friendship is both permeable and catalytic.

There is much wisdom to the strategic environ-
mental aphorism “think globally, (so as to appropri-
ately) act locally.” But the relational converse is also 
true: in caring locally, face to face, we may be stim-
ulated to think globally. indeed, the ancient religious 
analogue of this notion is “whoever does not love their 
neighbor, whom they have seen, cannot love god, 
whom they have not seen.”

Finally, the other area of tension involves the rela-
tionship of humans to major evolutionary transitions 
or ETis. There is considerable debate about this, but 
I think the debate reflects not so much error on one 
side, as underlying ambiguity.

on the one hand, human societies manifest the 
obligate interdependence, specialized division of la-
bor, emergent functional autonomy, and novel forms 
of information transmission characteristic of ETis. in 
contrast to other primates, humans employ “a new 
way of thinking in which there is a ‘we’ that constitutes 
not just my current partners…but all of us in this soci-
ety.”35 For these reasons some construe human groups 
as a genuinely new-level organism.36 in this sense my 
friend may have been right in feeling like part of a so-
cial body or an organismic “we.”

on the other hand—and this is an important oth-
er hand—human individuals do not evince the same 
relinquishment of reproductive or developmental au-
tonomy that characterize members of the other ETis. 
organelles in cells, and cells in bodies, and eusocial 
insects in colonies all have surrendered themselves ut-
terly to the collective in a way that human organisms 
have not. so my friend was not quite right in feeling 
like a “cell” in a body.

it’s almost as if we’re stuck between ETis.37 The bi-
ological predicament calls to mind alexander Pope’s 
famous “Place’d on this isthmus of a middle state, a 
being darkly wise and rudely great.”

a generation ago, before the most recent formula-
tions of ETis, E.o. Wilson observed that humans have 
“achieved an extraordinary degree of cooperation with 
little or no sacrifice of personal survival and reproduc-
tion…how we alone [accomplish this] is the culminat-

and expanding our “neighborhoods.” i want to close 
by commenting on two ostensible tensions that stand 
to both challenge and support this endeavor.

one is dunbar’s number. Evolutionary anthro-
pologist robin dunbar posits that managing social 
relationships is cognitively demanding and therefore 
limited by the processing power of the brain’s neo-
cortex. Primates, in particular, have ongoing bonded 
relationships—“friendships”—that are especially de-
manding. Based on a correlation of neocortex to group 
size in primates, it appears as though the upper limit 
to bonded group size is about 150 for humans. and in 
fact this corresponds to the size of many intensely co-
operative human groups across cultures, from forag-
ing bands to military units to religious communes to 
personal Christmas card lists.33

of course, this number scales up or down across 
concentric circles of attachment, from intimate friends 
to remote acquaintances. Moreover, investment of 
time varies across these circles. But the point is that 
there may be both a maximum and perhaps an opti-
mum size of “neighborhood” that can be sustained by 
attachment mechanisms common to primates or even 
by reputational mechanisms unique to humans. What 
morality may do is enlarge the scale of cooperation be-
yond these mechanisms. indeed, the history of this en-
largement has been referred to as the “expanding cir-
cle” of human moral concern.34 But at face value, these 
enterprises appear to be in tension with one another.

in one sense there indeed is tension. This is evident 
in perennial de-
bates about ob-
ligations to the 
near and dear 
versus needs of 
the more distant 
but numerous. 
and this may be part of what is fueling current politi-
cal debates.

But i want to suggest that there is not an intrinsic 
functional incompatibility, and there may even be syn-
ergism. To whatever extent dunbar’s number is oper-
ative, it reflects quantitative scaling between primate 
social group and neocortex size, without qualitative 
sensitivity to unique aspects of human relationality. 
That is to say, human friendships are so very special 
compared to other primates in virtue of being attuned 
but not restricted to one another’s needs. in the sub-
lime intertwining of personal attachment with com-
mon absorptions, friends both share and in fact may 

There does appear to be a his-
torical “moral arc” with respect to 
who is included…But…not to how 
we treat those we refuse to view 
as neighbors.
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Press, 2009; with Michael Murray), and Understanding Moral Senti-

ments: Darwinian Perspectives (Transaction Publishers, 2014; with 

Hilary Putnam and Susan Neiman).
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