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Thesis Adviser: Thomas Kerch, Ph.D. 

Abstract: 

This thesis is a broad review of cooperation. Cooperation is a natural phenomenon that is 

spontaneous, ubiquitous and naturally occurring. I examine this natural occurrence from various 

perspectives, from abstract principles (the foundational principles of cooperation as articulated in 

evolutionary biology, sociobiology and game theory), the cognitive processes that make 

cooperation possible (philosophic considerations of the role the mind plays in facilitating 

cooperative behaviors), to cultural elements (how cultural mechanisms enhance cooperation 

within groups). Consequently, this thesis will also examine the negative byproducts of 

cooperation present in phenomena such as “us” versus “them” dichotomies. Finally, the paper 

will review literature from classical political theory regarding the facilitation of cooperation in 

hopes of illuminating the important roles institutional frameworks have in perpetuating 

cooperation within a large-scale society.  

It is my hope that this thesis serves as a thorough and compelling account of the many 

elements that make this complex phenomenon possible in addition to emphasizing why this topic 

is of great social and intellectual value. My goal in writing this thesis was first and foremost to 

explore the many different aspects of cooperation and the various stages that form an integral 

aspect of this phenomenon. Indeed, as I have encountered in researching the topic, there are 

many seeming paradoxes and puzzles within the phenomenon of cooperation, which I try to 

allude to throughout the paper. In doing so, I hope to highlight not only the complexity of this 

topic but the importance that an understanding of cooperation has on human well-being. Thus, in 

keeping with the spirit of the liberal studies program, I have tried to approach the topic from 
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within a broad and interdisciplinary framework. Furthermore, I have tried to anchor this 

discussion within a humanistic context, in hopes of highlighting the value in studying 

cooperation as an important and worthwhile effort.  
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Chapter 1: Introductory Remarks on the Topic  

Cooperation is a naturally-occurring and ubiquitous phenomenon. As is the case with any 

inherently social phenomenon, there are many different elements that must come together to 

make cooperation possible. These elements depend on many different natural and social forces, 

ranging from external factors such as social organization to internal factors, such as altruism and 

other such prosocial inclinations. My aim in writing this thesis was to illustrate the many 

complex dynamics that function to produce cooperation. In consideration of the complicated 

dynamism present in cooperation, I will draw upon a range of interdisciplinary fields to provide 

what is hopefully a multilayered account of the forces that drive cooperation. This current 

chapter will seek to introduce the problem of cooperation (i.e., the puzzles and paradoxes that 

emerge from the study of cooperation) and to define key terms as they will be used throughout 

this thesis in reviewing key aspects of cooperation.  

Given the many variables that encompass the phenomenon of cooperation, there is an 

importance of understanding the terms involved in describing various processes therein. As such, 

otherwise common terms that have clear usage in one area (for example, philosophy) may have 

slightly different connotations in another (for example, sociobiology), as will become evident in 

this discussion. This will become especially clear as I examine the role of moral intuitions in 

facilitating complex social organization. In examining cooperation from an interdisciplinary 

approach, I will review how various processes, predispositions and norms could have plausibly 

emerged within the confines of the state of nature and have subsisted to help us form the 

complex societies we have today. This includes examining not only the abstract principles that 

govern cooperation, but also, the cognitive, psychological and social processes that make 

cooperation such a ubiquitous phenomenon.  
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Overview of Common Terms and Themes 

The terms I will use in this chapter are interrelated and, at times, used interchangeably. 

Therefore, this section of the chapter will explain various terms used and their definitions. First, 

the definition of cooperation is most pressing since the term is the basis for this chapter. The 

word cooperation is quite straightforward, denoting a process whereby two or more actors work 

together towards achieving some common goal.1 However, as a concept, cooperation is not quite 

as straightforward because it does not always entail altruism (although is almost always narrowly 

prosocial). This is because cooperation can be used in both positive and negative respects. For 

example, it is overwhelmingly the case that cooperation is a group-based activity that activates 

prosocial processes towards some collective goal. Though cooperation entails actions of two or 

more actors, actors may have completely different or unknown motives when participating in a 

complicated but cooperative process. For example, in complex economic systems, the result of 

cooperation entails lawful participation without necessarily knowing all actors involved or even 

having similar motives.  

Therefore, though cooperation is an inherently social phenomenon, elements of 

cooperation can be examined individually due to the prosociality required in an individual level. 

That is, in most cooperative endeavors, there are usually prosocial and altruistic motives that 

make such work together to produce a cooperative end. As stated above, the individual 

motivating behaviors that produce cooperation could vary. For example, whereas prosociality, or 

prosocial behaviors, entail actions whereby the actor involved intends on helping another actor or 

groups of actors reach some goal, each respective action could either be entirely voluntary or an 

                                                           
1 Meriam Webster Dictionary defines cooperation as: “The actions of someone who is being helpful by doing what 

is wanted or asked: common effort.” Though this definition entails altruistic motives, other definitions of 

cooperation are more broad such as “association of persons for common benefit.” 

Meriam Webster Dictionary. 2018. 
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integral aspect of a social system that facilitates within-group cohesion.2 Therefore, although 

prosocial behaviors are invariably cooperative, they are not necessarily always altruistic.3 

Altruism, also an inherently prosocial sentiment is unconditional. As such, altruism is defined as 

a behavior “that benefits another organism, not closely related, while being apparently 

detrimental to the organism performing that behavior.”4 Conversely, altruistic behaviors are 

prosocial behaviors that are almost always prerequisites of cooperative behaviors, though, 

cooperation need not necessarily entail altruistic motivations.  

Naturally, within this scope of altruism and its relation to cooperation, an exploration of 

empathy and its proximity to moral and metaethical questions is also relevant. This thesis is not a 

thesis about morality, per se; that is, it does not try to make any moral ought claims. However, 

due to the inherent proximity the topic of cooperation has with some concepts commonly found 

in ethical and metaethical issues, these themes will be explored alongside one another. As such, 

some of these elements – such as altruism – necessarily require an account of what moral 

intuitions are and how they play a role in cooperation and how cooperative processes over 

hundreds of thousands of years produced them. Simply put, moral intuitions help facilitate social 

cooperation, especially of an altruistic kind, which operate within a larger social context. As 

Haidt defines it, “moral systems are interlocking sets of values, virtues, norms, practices, 

identities, technologies, and evolved psychological mechanisms that work together to suppress or 

regulate self-interest and make cooperative societies possible.”5  

                                                           
2 As we will explore in the third and fourth chapters, social and cultural systems that help foster within-group 

cohesion essentially build in prosociality through rituals and other such norms. 
3 Batson, Powell, Altruism and Prosocial Behavior. Handbook of Psychology, 2003. 
4 Trivers, Robert. “The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism.” The Quarterly Review of Biology, Vol. 46, No. 1, 1971, 

p. 1. 
5 Haidt, Jonathan. The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion. New York: Vintage 

Books, 2012. p. 314. 
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 Thus, moral intuitions, morality and ethics are part of a broader context of altruism as it 

emerges in social life as a factor of cooperation. Whether moral intuitions are determined within 

specific, individuated or innate frameworks is too specific of a question to be sufficiently 

addressed within the confines of this essay. Nonetheless, given the relation between moral 

intuitions and their role in regulating processes of cooperation, this thesis will consider how 

these mental processes can be accounted for and what role they play in facilitating cooperation. 

Though emerging work continues to attempt to resolve this question, there is no single and 

overwhelming consensus that there is a property of the mind that facilitates specific intuitions 

which would render some universal understanding of the role moral intuitions have in 

determining social norms. Thus, what this essay is not proposing is to answer the question of 

“what does it mean to be moral?” or to provide any prescriptive accounts thereof. Rather, this 

essay explores some of those themes due to their proximity as part of a goal in reviewing the 

many elements of cooperation. 

 While some mention of how moral intuitions as work in facilitating cooperation might be 

useful to guide this discussion and as such, metaethical questions will invariably emerge 

throughout this essay on the foundational principles of cooperation. We can think of moral 

intuitions as properties of the mind which contain a combination of senses, emotions or other 

such mind-specific properties that most certainly play some role – at least at the individual level 

– in motivating actors to be prosocial within their respective groups. These mental properties 

clearly play a role in fostering social cohesion because the latter foundationally entails elements 

of prosociality. Though it would be sensical to try to make a clear and definitive attempt at 

assessing whether moral intuitions are innate or culturally-constructed, it is worth noting that the 

philosophical debates on the matter are not conclusively settled precisely because of the 
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difficulty in fully accounting for all the elements that influence and shape moral intuitions in 

such a way that produces the complex web of social cooperation as it exists in various forms. 

Some, like Noam Chomsky, argue that the mind is a “highly differentiated system” in which 

different faculties propagate various competencies within certain domains (in Chomsky’s case, 

he refers to language).6 However, the difficulty in ascertaining the role of moral intuitions is that 

it is not clear to what extent moral intuitions stem from a specific faculty or are part of a larger 

context of brain activity. Furthermore, it is difficult to know whether moral intuitions are 

byproducts of some other faculty which is not specifically a “moral regulating” one but rather 

displays an array of different emotions, some of which are interpreted as moral intuitions. 

Naturally, any conversation centered around complex organisms and the myriad of 

properties (and possible interpretations) will yield some ambiguities around difficult questions. 

Therefore, it is not my intention to diminish the ambiguity around how various natural processes 

influence properties of mind and subsequently social organization. This includes considerations 

of especially difficult questions pertaining to the extent to which processes of the mind yield the 

kinds of self-organization that form the whole of human life. For example, we can consider how 

the relative malleability of the mind (or the role of neuroplasticity and epigenetics more broadly) 

may play an equally important role in shaping prosocial inclinations and foster cooperation 

within groups.  

 These questions will indeed permeate throughout this essay. As stated above, I will not 

seek to address them specifically as this account of cooperation is meant to be broad enough to 

demonstrate how each of these topics overlap. Having discussed some of the key concepts and 

                                                           
6 Though Chomsky’s discussions on innateness are centered around language, Chomksy’s theories in linguistics 

have been used to explore how moral intuitions operation, as I will review later in this thesis. Chomsky, Noam. 

Linguistic Contributions to the Study of Mind. Language and Mind. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge, 2006. 
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themes that will ground this thesis on cooperation, I would like to provide a brief overview of the 

coming chapters. Each of the coming four chapters have many differing elements, especially the 

first two, which examine the phenomenon of cooperation from different angles.  

Chapter 2, Summarized 

 I will begin the second chapter with a brief review centering around a seeming 

evolutionary puzzle: how can otherwise “selfish” genes cooperate? As stated above in the 

defining terms, cooperation is not necessarily born out of pure altruism. Indeed, as many 

evolutionary theorists have noted, the basis of cooperation seems to be survival and is inherently 

tied to the competitive aspects of nature.7 Thus, paradoxically, cooperation is a phenomenon 

born out of natural necessity.8 Consequently, the second chapter will examine the foundational 

principles of cooperation. Because the second chapter examines the foundational aspects of 

cooperation, it is necessarily abstract in its discussion of the processes of cooperation, drawing 

upon research from evolutionary biology. Within the topic of abstract principles of cooperation, 

there are two competing views in evolutionary biology on the principles from which cooperation 

emerges. The kin selection view situates cooperation within an individual organism, arguing that 

large-scale cooperation was born out of processes of evolution that favored cooperative traits 

over time. The competing view places an emphasis on natural selection occurring within groups 

(rather than within individual organisms), thus explaining cooperative traits as arising from 

evolutionary phenomena.  

In discussing these opposing views within the biological sciences, I contrast two views 

from political theory on the foundations of cooperation. My goal is to highlight the tension 

                                                           
7 Nowak, Martin., Super Cooperators: Altruism, Evolution, and Why We Need Each Other to Succeed. New York: 

Free Press, 2011. p. xii. 
8 Nowak, Super Cooperators, p. 129 
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between two distinct hypotheses relating to cooperation, thereby illuminating the contrasting 

views and situating the discussion within a traditional liberal arts framework. Furthermore, 

because any discussion on the abstract principles of cooperation within a biological framework is 

inherently a materialistic account, Hobbes and his critic Kropotkin seemed highly relevant (as 

both discuss cooperation using fundamentally materialist frameworks). These considerations of 

cooperation begin at different places but purport to describe the processes of cooperation from 

within a materialist framework but place different emphasis on egoistic models of cooperation 

(as found in Hobbes) versus the more foundational and collective aspect Kropotkin argues for in 

his discussion of the natural causes of cooperation.  

Chapter 3, Summarized 

 Whereas the second chapter was focused on the puzzle of how cooperation is born out of 

competition and proceeds to facilitate within-group bonding, the third chapter’s focus is on how 

such processes, over time, could have produced the cognitive properties necessary to produce 

altruism, prosociality and other elements of cooperation. As discussed in the second chapter, if 

the processes of evolution are responsible for the selection of certain specific prosocial traits, 

then it is likely these traits would be an important aspect of species’ function. Such traits would 

include moral intuitions which give rise to emotional-salience which leads to further within-

group binding. To demonstrate the plausible (though not affirmative) link between moral 

intuitions, their evolutionary basis and their relation to the larger scope of cooperative societies, 

the third chapter is broken into two parts.  

The first section of the third chapter examines how innate cognitive properties give rise to 

altruistic and prosocial inclinations which then allow individuals to exist within norm-based 

societies. There are, of course, many ways to approach understanding the cognitive roles (and 
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extent thereof) in prosociality. Within this first section, I engage mostly with the ideas of John 

Mikhail, who uses the linguistic analogy to explain how moralizing content of the mind is 

processed. My reason for selecting Mikhail’s work is that it is a useful way to think about how 

minds are innately moralistic, taking content and assigning moral dimensions in a way that is 

automatic, reflexive and likely innately situated. Though Mikhail’s work is extensively focused 

on moral processing in cognition, its usefulness in thinking about the moralistic aspects of 

cognition should be clear in the sections and chapters that follow. 

The second section of the third chapter examines the cognitive byproducts that allow for 

minds to operate within prosocial societies. More specifically, the second chapter is a focus on 

how the aforementioned moralistic cognitive elements allow for cultural byproducts – 

specifically prosocial religions – to gain salience and facilitate within-group members to adhere 

to their respective groups. These two aspects – the cultural and the cognitive – are practically 

interrelated and work in unison. That is, moralistic minds attach themselves to their respective 

groups, cultures and norms, then reinforce said norms by attaching moral significance to them. 

Conversely, certain specific cultural byproducts, often found in prosocial religions, reinforce 

these moralistic aspects of cognition by allowing members to participate in costly rituals that 

increase adherence to groups. The end result of these processes is not only a stronger within-

group identification but also, the production of us/them dichotomies as we will explore in the 

fourth chapter. 

Chapter 4, Summarized 

 The fourth chapter of this thesis will discuss the consequent of cooperation, or, how 

cooperation often begets an antagonistic dynamic whereby respective groups begin seeing 

themselves through us/them distinctions. This phenomenon is well-documented within 
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individuals and is especially salient with individuals among groups. This is interesting because it 

highlights just how cooperative humans are, within the scope of hiveminds.9 Specifically, 

because us/them dichotomizing is rooted in group dynamics, it is distinctively and always a 

cooperative phenomenon. Though of course I note the irony that such a cooperative phenomenon 

produces antagonistic effects, I nonetheless try to show how this phenomenon is a byproduct of 

within-group dynamics and is therefore itself a cooperative phenomenon. This section on 

us/them dichotomizing is critical to understanding cooperation because it demonstrates the many 

variables associated thereof, from the prosocial aspects such as within-group cohesion to the 

antisocial effects (such as out-group competition). Furthermore, this section is critical because it 

is the culmination of the previous chapters’ discussion of cooperation as a competitive 

phenomenon, thus helping shed light on many aspects of cooperation (i.e., kin selection versus 

multilevel selection’s emphasis on competition and its role in cultivating cooperation). 

Chapter 5, Summarized 

 The fifth and final chapter of this thesis sets out to demonstrate the importance of social 

institutions in perpetuating cooperation. Written partially as a response to the findings in the 

fourth chapter, the primary goal of the fifth and final chapter is twofold: one, it shows how the 

unfortunate aspects of cooperation – such as us/them dichotomizing – can be mitigated. The 

second is to show the importance of political frameworks and their role in mitigating such 

divergences while promoting cooperation.  

Specifically, the final chapter includes an extensive focus on the writings of Immanuel 

Kant for reasons mentioned above. Whereas Kant’s epistemic project drew heavily from the 

natural sciences and empiricist criticisms of the rationalist tradition, Kant nonetheless grounded 

                                                           
9 Social psychologists studying the us/them dichotomizing phenomenon have pointed to this Haidt, Jonathan. “The 

Righteous Mind: Why Good People are Divided by Politics and Religion.” Vintage Books, New York. 2012. pp.   
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his highly materialist account of the principles of cognition towards an institutional framework 

that sought to facilitate that cooperation within a humanistic outlook. As I will show in this final 

chapter, though Kant was writing during the final stages of the Enlightenment, the tradition of 

thinking about institutional frameworks and their role in facilitating cooperation (of an altruistic 

kind) was a process that had long preceded Kant, starting with Plato’s Republic. While I stated in 

the outset of this chapter that I will not be directly giving any definitive accounts of “what is 

moral” or answering questions thereof, this final chapter will draw-upon thinkers who have 

considered cooperation from a materialist framework but nonetheless grounded their 

considerations within a greater humanistic framework. That is, the inclusion of political theories 

which had tried to incorporate an understanding of cooperation within a construct of human 

nature has a rich history in philosophy and can help inform how contemporary thinkers may 

want to consider such a history in light of their work on cooperation. 

Precautionary Note on Intuitionism and Subsequent Controversies 

Because the research involved in the following chapters involves ideas on which there is 

no uniform consensus and the debates/research into the area are ongoing, I am positing a 

precautionary note about the innateness of the claims made herein. This is especially relevant to 

the context of cognitive properties and their relation to the complex social spheres that they arise 

out of. And though the materialist framework this thesis is written within has an underlying 

assumption about the innateness of the cohesion – not all of these explanations into behavioral 

dynamics are necessarily accepted prima facia. That is, there continues to be a rich (and 

occasionally contentious) debate about the extent to which innateness plays a central role in 

facilitating cooperation.  
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For example, as mentioned above in the definitional section of this chapter, some 

researchers have said that ascribing cognitive innateness is not a significant factor and is 

practically “nonexistent” given the inscrutability of identifying moral versus non-moral contents 

in the mind. Thus, theorists who argue that emotive states are responsible for the production of 

behaviors such as altruism and reciprocity often imply a relative plasticity of the mind, situated 

within highly-dynamic cultural contexts. Within this scope, cooperation (and practically all 

social behaviors) can be viewed as purely reactive phenomena whereby the individual or 

individuals are always in the process of reacting to the external stimuli which informs subsequent 

behaviors.10 Views such as this align closely with the empiricist tradition in philosophy as the 

empiricist school of thought has traditionally placed a primacy over the ways in which our 

embodied states are influenced by external processes. 

On the other hand, there are reasons to believe that while cooperation may certainly entail 

elements of external stimuli, it also contains many other elements that make it foundational and 

ubiquitous (especially among mammals). These arguments in favor of emphasizing the innate 

properties that are part of cooperation include ideas surrounding the internal mechanisms that 

allow for the facilitation of said processes that were born out of a reciprocal altruistic model of 

kin selection. Others, following this same pattern, argue that the contents of the mind play a 

significant role in facilitating cooperation, specifically, by generating moral-emotional processes 

that are innately situated in the mind and thus inform actions thereof. A more rationalist variant 

of this even argues that since our minds provide such equipment necessary to process social 

causes, the cognitive faculties responsible for these predispositions are innately there, situated in 

the mind therefore informing a significant aspect of the prosocial behaviors that allow for the 

                                                           
10 Incidentally, this is the materialist view that Hobbes considers in his framework on cooperation. 
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kind of prosocial cooperation found in humans to be possible. This school of thought mirrors 

some aspects of the rationalist tradition in philosophy, which has historically situated reasoning 

capacities as being innately present. Though the cognitive scientists who rely on cognitive-first 

behaviors to describe such a phenomenon are not exclusively discussing reasoning as a 

motivating force for cooperation, the idea of innateness and its history is still present within the 

backdrop of such discussions.  

While it is not my intention to argue which of these aspects are more involved than the 

other within the processes of cooperation, I would like to highlight the importance of considering 

these two possible frameworks. This is because the topic involves many different vantage points, 

making these issues quite present within the various parameters of the topic. Indeed, because this 

thesis will cover aspects of cooperation broadly, it will examine different processes that make 

such a phenomenon possible. While some of the key processes such as reciprocal altruism and its 

evolutionary origins entail at least some transmission of such traits, they entail only a small of 

aspect of cooperation (namely, moral-emotional responses present within group norms, salience 

of moralized language in motivating group behaviors, and other such socially-related behaviors). 

However, as we will cover, processes of cooperation also require structural apparatuses to 

functionally exist, therefore leaving much room for the empiricist tradition. This is because such 

structures are cultural and are therefore often synthetic, or, not the result of purely innate 

mechanisms, but rather, cultural constructs that formed from external necessity or serve as a 

facilitating function.  

A final precautionary note that I would like to posit before going further (and one that I 

will be revisiting throughout the thesis) is the problem of reducing all behavioral aspects that are 

born out of cooperation down to highly-determined and immutable traits. As with any topic 
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concerning potential innate topics and one especially dealing with possible genetic factors 

associated with given traits (such as reciprocal altruism) there is a danger of rampant 

reductionism. The phenomenon of reductionism, also called scientism, views all complex 

behaviors and phenomenon as being reducible to a single factor, such as genetic traits. The 

problem with this view beyond the moral hazards associated with it is that it runs counter to the 

spirit of the thesis that I am trying to highlight; namely, how many different complicated and 

context-specific factors work together to produce cooperation. Though there are, of course, many 

different angles in which a researcher may want to investigate such a broad topic, understanding 

that no single trait, transmission of traits or genetic predispositions can be reducible or 

understood in isolation of the dynamism that produces it is crucial to a qualitative understanding 

of the topic. Thus, it is for these reasons that a strong consideration of the humanistic and 

philosophic history concerning cooperation is relevant in that it may help us untangle the 

complexities of cooperation while grounding the discussion within a humanistic pretext.  
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Chapter 2: Evolutionary Pretext, Cooperation as Natural Necessity  

Part I: Introduction  

 This chapter will serve as an introduction of the principles governing cooperation. The 

first goal of this chapter is to introduce theories that explain the emergence of cooperation. My 

intention of focusing on cooperation from a theoretical basis serves to help inform the second 

aim of this chapter, namely, to explain how the emergence of altruism and other prosocial norms 

could be accounted for within a cooperative model. These considerations are not unimportant, 

for they help us understand with some plausible certainty how prosocial traits function to 

facilitate group cohesion – the basis for all societies. Therefore, not only are the principles used 

to explain the natural phenomenon of cooperation useful in understanding group cohesion, they 

are also paramount in understanding the underlying principles that make such common 

cooperative norms possible. Or, as Peter Singer wrote in a preface to a chapter on the 

evolutionary origins of cooperation “to pursue questions about the origins and nature of ethics 

without looking at the full range of possible explanations is to remain willfully ignorant.”11 

While conducting research for this chapter, I have found that there are seemingly endless 

paradoxes, or evolutionary puzzles, that emerge when examining cooperation. These puzzles are 

not only interesting as scientific and philosophic problems, but also intriguing in that through 

them comes a myriad of consequences for social organization, the processes of social cohesion, 

and so on. To highlight these paradoxes, I will utilize a parallel discussion had in political 

philosophy by Thomas Hobbes and Peter Kropotkin. In doing so, my aim is that the juxtaposition 

of these two political philosophers’ thought analogously illuminates the two competing views on 

                                                           
11 Incidentally, Singer’s quote was a preface to a larger discussion on the possible origins of morality in an 

anthology on ethics. That specific chapter was comprised of work done in biology and anthropology. Much of the 

framework for my chapter here was influenced by Singer’s anthology. Singer, Peter. “Ethics.” Edited by Singer, 

Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1994, p. 58. 
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cooperation in political theory will function as useful guiding mechanisms to illustrate a similar 

tension in evolutionary biology.   

Part II: Prominent Narrative of Human Nature as Egoistic as a Reductive Misread 

Cooperation and other prosocial behaviors can seemingly be puzzling and for good 

reason. How can “selfish” organisms cooperate and flourish within a complex community?12 

This tension between the selfish organism and the greater collective has been highlighted many 

times through philosophical and scientific literature, likening the problem to a kind of 

evolutionary puzzle.13 Indeed, this evolutionary puzzle is extenuated by the prevailing 

assumption that “selfish” genes are indicative of humanity. The argument that usually follows 

from these premises goes accordingly: if genes exhibit “selfish” behaviors then it follows that 

humanity as a whole must also be “selfish.”14 Incidentally, this line of reasoning also tends to 

lead thinkers to carry such assumptions to conclusions that since selfishness predominates 

humanity’s essence, then that selfishness itself ought to be the guiding principle for social 

organization.15 This reductive characterization of human nature often rests on a naturalistic 

fallacy and cynically tends to serve as the basis for reinforcing ideology with a political bent.16 

The most prominent form of this pessimistic view was crystalized in modern political 

philosophy by Thomas Hobbes. In Hobbes’ Leviathan, social life in the state of nature is 

characterized as especially brutish and in need of a strong state to act as a synthetic facilitator of 

social cohesion.17 The Hobbesian construct of human nature is pessimistic with respect to social 

                                                           
12 I used quotes for “selfish” because of the inherently value-laden connotations of the word as De Waal points out 

in his discussion of ascribing certain words to natural phenomenon. De Waal, The Age of Empathy, p. 39. 
13 Nowak, Martin., “Super Cooperators: Altruism, Evolution, and Why We Need Each Other to Succeed.” p. 20. 
14 De Waal, Frans. The Age of Empathy. p. 39. 
15 Evolutionary biologist David Sloan Wilson extensively discusses this phenomenon, though with some 

controversy.  
16 I have here in mind David Hume’s is/ought distinction between deriving moral values from laid out in his work. 

Hume, “A Treatise of Human Nature” p. 469.  
17 Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan. London and Melbourne: Dent, 1973. First published in 1651. pp. 66-67. 
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life in the state of nature, characterizing existence as constant struggle against other individuals, 

in what he famously described as “a war of all against all.”18 Here, I do not mean to diminish the 

important contributions of Hobbes in the realm of political philosophy or to downplay the 

prevalence of competition and the bleaker aspects of nature. Rather, my aim is to point out how 

Hobbes’ fundamentally materialist construct of human nature is useful in thinking about the 

problem of cooperation from the ego-centric model.19 Nonetheless, there are empirical issues 

with Hobbes’ assumptions concerning the state of nature that are worth keeping in mind.20 

Hobbes’ assumptions on life in the state of nature inspired a rich tradition in political 

theory as well as subsequent refutations.21 The most immediately-relevant response to the 

Hobbesian hypothesis of human nature was Peter Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution 

which acted as a much-needed counterbalance to the emphasis on egoism of the Hobbesian 

spirit. Kropotkin’s body of work is quite remarkable, though his influence was mostly in the field 

of sociobiology.22 Not only had Kropotkin tied his political philosophy to his scientific 

observations and made significant contributions to the realm of sociobiology but he also began 

the process of rehabilitating Darwinian thought in light of the social Darwinism of the 20th 

century (Hobbes did the same in terms of supporting his philosophy of political organization 

through a materialist framework, albeit his incorporated a series of logical inferences rather than 

empirical observations of science). Kropotkin’s observations served as a critical starting point for 

                                                           
18 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 66. 
19 The introduction for Leviathan began with a description of the mind, anatomy and organization of human life 

derived through a series of syllogisms. 
20 Anthropological research showed that the Hobbesian hypothesis of the state of nature as particularly harsh and 

anarchic was essentially an unfounded assumption. Widerquist, Karl, and Grant S. McCall. “Prehistoric Myths in 

Modern Political Philosophy.” Edinburgh University Press, 2017. pp. 113 – 114.  
21 Most obviously, Rousseau’s response to Hobbes’ construct of human nature. Interestingly, Adam Smith also 

sought to challenge the Hobbesian assumption in “Theory of Moral Sentiments.” Smith, “The Theory of Moral 

Sentiments” VII.II.104.  
22 Kropotkin was not just reacting against Hobbes but the subsequent idealizations that Hobbes’ invoked. Kropotkin 

was also responding to the social Darwinism that had emerged during the 19th century. 



17 
 

thinking seriously about the role of cooperation in accordance to the laws of natural selection, 

proposed by Darwin earlier in the 19th century.23 Having considered Darwin’s insights about 

natural selection, Kropotkin conceded that though the natural world contained harsh conditions, 

cooperation was far more spontaneous than Hobbes imagined. He wrote: 

It is evident that it would be quite contrary to all that we know of nature if men were an 

exception to so general a rule: if a creature so defenseless as man was at his beginnings should 

have found his protection and his way to progress, not in mutual support, like other animals, 

but in a reckless competition for personal advantages, with no regard to the interest of the 

species.24 

Thus, Kropotkin concluded that the sheer preponderance of situations in the state of 

nature that necessitated cooperation had to have played a more foundational role in the evolution 

of the species. This is especially true given the relative “defenselessness” of the human species.25 

It should be noted that Kropotkin did not outright dismiss competition as a factor in evolution 

nor did Kropotkin diminish the utter harshness of the natural environment.26 Indeed, Kropotkin 

criticized Rousseau’s idealization of the state of nature in his response to Hobbes as being 

“unscientific.”27 However, because Kropotkin determined that existence could not possibly 

preclude rampant mutual aid, Hobbes’ egoist-centered model did not sufficiently account for 

this.28 Kropotkin’s conclusion therefore extended beyond Hobbes’ contention that cooperation 

                                                           
23 Martin Nowak, “Super Cooperators: Altruism, Evolution and Why We Need Each Other to Succeed.” Free Press, 

New York, 2011. p. xvi 
24 Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, p. 62. 
25 Interestingly, Hobbes has a similar line about the relative defenseless of humanity, stating that consequently, 

humans must have been more reliant on wit to counteract physical disadvantages. Hobbes, p. 63. 
26 Kropotkin’s first study of nature was in Siberia, an area known for its harsh conditions; Kropotkin noticed that the 

precarity of life made cooperation and mutual aid an imperative for survival, Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, p. xii.  
27 Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, p. 91. 
28 Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, p. 63.  
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arises out of mere necessity in the form of a synthetic political apparatus.29 Therefore, Kropotkin 

thought mutual aid had to have played a more fundamental role in the evolution of the species 

rather than being something born out of a post hoc necessity. Consequently, Kropotkin argued 

that what Hobbes discounted was the spontaneous way in which mutual aid led to the succession 

of human evolution against the harsh reality of nature.30 

I want to emphasize that what makes Kropotkin such a useful companion reader to 

Hobbes, despite the seeming incongruencies of their thoughts, is the fact that both philosophers 

provided a model for how cooperation arises out of natural necessity. Hobbes’ contention that 

cooperation arises invariably in its highest form as a social contract which gives rise to 

civilization. Kropotkin’s view, however, places cooperation far more foundationally at the 

species’ core, signifying its major role not just in the transformation of the species from hunter-

gatherers towards civilization but as a core element in the evolution of the species itself. This 

difference is not an unimportant demarcation because it highlights the tensions between the role 

of the egoist individual versus the collective in bringing about cooperation. Hobbes’ view is 

more pessimistic in that competing individual self-interests and the uncertainty and precarity of 

life necessitate a synthetic apparatus of cooperation. For Kropotkin, the necessity of cooperation 

is more inherent in the succession of the species, and the collective exists prior to a more 

sophisticated form of cooperation (i.e., the social contract/state).31 In both cases, however, there 

is a clear tension between the individual and the collective, a tension which has puzzled 

evolutionary theorists since.      

                                                           
29 Kropotkin’s referencing Darwin’s The Descent of Man (Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, pp. 64-65) 
30 Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, p. 242. 
31 Indeed, Kropotkin argues that prior to the existence of the modern state and during the advent of increasing 

authoritarianism of monarchs, communities of self-organized individuals rebelled and reorganized, Kropotkin, 

Mutual Aid, pp. 126-130. 
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Part III: Evolution of Cooperation 

To briefly recap, one of the puzzles of cooperation is the seeming paradox of how 

complex and self-interested organisms can cooperate. Expressing similar sentiments to Hobbes, 

game theorists and political scientists incidentally also posed the question of how cooperation 

emerges when two actors have conflicting interests. Notably, Robert Axelrod proceeded to 

address the tensions of the individual versus collective problem posed by Hobbes through a 

mathematical framework. He addressed the question of how cooperation could occur by 

exploring the principles that facilitate cooperation based on the governing laws of nature. 

Axelrod, operating under similar assumptions as those of Hobbes, attempts to situate the plane in 

which cooperation emerges (what he calls, an equilibrium) by using the mathematical metaphor 

of the Prisoner’s Dilemma.32 In doing so, Axelrod lays out what many biologists think of as a 

useful way in which we could understand foundational principles in which cooperation emerges 

within a natural context (that is, a construct that extends beyond the synthetic construct of a state 

apparatus). In the spirit of the formulation laid above, Axelrod takes to task in addressing the 

logical way in which seemingly selfish actors cooperate.    

 Axelrod imagined that the “state of nature” could be interpreted as a kind of all against all 

imperative not unlike the Hobbesian formulation. In this imagining, at least superficially, we 

would not necessarily know the intention of others or anticipate their actions. This is interesting 

in many respects, most notably because Axelrod seems to agree with at least some of the 

assumptions Hobbes has on the foundational nature of humanity.33 The point of Axelrod’s usage 

of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, for example, lies precisely in the fact that the test is the an “abstract 

                                                           
32 Robert Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation. New York: Basic Books, 1984. pp. 7-10. 
33 Axelrod refers to humans as being “not angels,” and tend to “look after themselves.” Axelrod, The Evolution of 

Cooperation. p. 3. 
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formulation” of the situations whereby defection is incentivized (i.e., not cooperate).”34 Opting to 

defect among strangers accrues the most short-term benefits, seemingly vindicating the 

Hobbesian hypothesis with regards to what life could have been like for any individual in the 

state of nature. However, in the long run, defecting often leads to the two players losing more 

often. Indeed, Axelrod notes that this dynamic between reciprocity and defection ultimately 

informs the genetic basis for cooperation in humans.35 Therefore, when Axelrod references the 

“large shadow” as necessitating cooperation, he is stating that cooperation could persist if and 

only if the possibility of defection becomes too risky. In other words, cooperation, prosocial 

norms and other behaviors follow a tit-for-tat logic, whereby defection begets defection and 

cooperation begets cooperation especially when the prospect of defecting becomes too costly.36 

Axelrod’s hypothesis was put to the test to determine at which point an equilibrium of 

cooperation would emerge naturally, in a presumably competitive environment. Thus, the so-

called Axelrod Tournament was born, whereby Axelrod used large data sets submitted by game 

theorists against a computer simulation of the Prisoner’s Dilemma.37 Various game theorists, 

with a presumably sophisticated understanding of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, submitted their 

strategies to see which strategy would work best. Surely enough, the ‘tit for tat’ strategy which 

was incidentally the simplest mathematical strategy, consistently won.38 

How does this relate to evolution, and more broadly, to the inquiry into the evolutionary 

pretext for morality? Primarily, it establishes principles whereby the conditions of cooperation 

and prosocial behaviors could emerge within the state of nature.39 Logically, an equilibrium must 

                                                           
34 Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation. p. 7. 
35 Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation p. 22. 
36 Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation p. 124. 
37 Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation p. 30. 
38 Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation p. 31. 
39 Indeed, it is no accident that many cognitive scientists, philosophers and biologists organize their texts with great 

consideration given to the Prisoner’s Dilemma and game theory. 
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be reached under circumstances that could be analogous to the state of nature. Such an 

equilibrium it turns out optimizes survival and indeed tends to be the most beneficial in the long 

run. Axelrod tested this hypothesis through a long series of scenarios, in which predictably, 

actors match the seemingly random choice of the initial actions by the first actor. Axelrod’s 

tournament, in which he pitted a series of computers and game theorists against each other 

vindicated his hypothesis but also highlighted the precarity of equilibrium given the possibility 

of defection. 

From Cooperation to Altruism 

Having laid out some of the prevailing thought on the evolution of cooperation, I would 

like to turn to how cooperation could account for the emergence of altruism. It is not my 

intention to dive too deeply into the specifics of each model, but rather, to show how two 

divergent accounts of the emergence of cooperation could explain the plausible evolution of 

altruism while still conforming to the principles of cooperation and assumptions thereof laid out 

in the beginning of this chapter.40 The multilevel selection approach (MLS theory), especially, 

will be important because it accounts for group-based approaches to understanding evolution. 

Because this thesis is an examination of groups and the subsequent mechanisms they deploy to 

retain cohesion, a consideration of multilevel selection is especially relevant as it encompasses 

the different dimensions that factor into altruism. 

The major contention in current sociobiology falls between two camps.41 One camp 

places an emphasis on individual organisms and their subsequent genes as being a sufficient 

model for determining how altruism could be selected for in a cooperative setting and thus places 

                                                           
40 While the two approaches to the processes of selection are different, both rely on principles of game theory. 
41 Kramer, Jos, and Joël Meunier. “Kin and Multilevel Selection in Social Evolution: A Never-Ending 

Controversy?” PMC. Web (2016).   
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an emphasis on evolution as being driven through kin selection. The second camp places an 

emphasis on the group as being a major driving force in the selection of traits. The group 

selection camp has its own interesting and controversial history. David Sloan Wilson and 

Edward Wilson feuded for decades until arriving at a model that accounts for how altruism 

emerges through multilevel selection (a kind of synthesis between kin-based and group-based 

selection).42 In all instances, game theory and the logic of tit-for-tat still play a foundational role 

in the underlying logic of cooperation. However, there is a different emphasis on the role of 

individual-based versus group-based selection as a driving force of natural selection (hence, 

bringing a new light on the Hobbes-Kropotkin dichotomy mentioned in the beginning of this 

essay). 

As articulated in the Prisoner’s Dilemma, the prevalence of defection, or “cheating,” 

presents a problem in that it highlights the tension and seeming paradoxes of facilitating altruism 

and other pro-social norms within groups. The idea of tit-for-tat in the state of nature as being a 

vehicle for facilitating altruism broadly in complex organisms was extensively discussed a 

decade prior to Axelrod’s groundbreaking work, by Robert Trivers in his Evolution of Reciprocal 

Altruism. For Trivers, the tit-for-tat logic of cooperation could be explained simply enough by 

circumstances that arise in the state of nature, with an emphasis on kin selection as facilitating 

this process. However, Trivers intended to address the puzzle of how altruism can emerge 

between non-related organisms within the parameters of cooperation.43 

Trivers’ work was an attempt to address how large-scale cooperation could be facilitated 

through reciprocal altruism and how that could be sustained. Specifically, he defines altruism as 

                                                           
42 Sapolsky, Robert. Behave: The Biology of Humans at our Best and Worst. New York: Penguin Press, 2017. p. 

364. 
43 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, pp. 158-159. 
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classes of behavior whereby actors expend or risk themselves to assist strangers (i.e., no relation 

to themselves, therefore, altruism extending beyond mere kin selection) with no immediate 

benefit.44 Thus, under specific natural circumstances, three conditions set off the imperatives 

under which the rules of reciprocity take place. These conditions are: (1) “when there are many 

such altruistic situations in the lifetime of the altruists” (i.e., when the possibility of tit-for-tat 

becomes increasingly probable throughout a lifetime), (2) “when a given altruist repeatedly 

interacts with the same small set of individuals” (i.e., in small groups, as was the reality for 

hominid and pre-modern human life), and (3) “when pairs of altruists are exposed 

‘symmetrically’ to altruistic situations” whereby “the two [actors] are able to render roughly 

equivalent benefits to each other at roughly equivalent costs.”45 

Trivers points out to concrete situations whereby the selection of reciprocity would be 

favored, or what he refers to as “altruistic situations.”46 Such situations are more probable for 

individuals or more broadly, organisms that rely on mutual aid and other acts of altruism to 

optimize rates of survival. Trivers lists these circumstances as five types of altruistic acts which 

plausibly arise on a consistent basis within the state of nature (primarily for early humans and 

hominids). They are: (1) helping in times of danger (e.g., accidents, predation, intraspecific 

aggression), (2) food sharing, (3) helping the sick, the wounded, or the very young and old, (4) 

sharing implements and (5) sharing knowledge.47 For Trivers, these behaviors are necessitated by 

the tit-for-tat logic established later by Axelrod and trace their origins back to the Pleistocene 

whereby hominids needed mutual aid and cooperation as a means to survive.48 

                                                           
44 Trivers, Robert. “The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism.” The Quarterly Review of Biology, Vol. 46, No. 1, 1971, 

p. 35. 
45 Trivers, The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism, p. 37. 
46 Trivers, The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism, p. 37. 
47 Trivers, The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism, p. 45. 
48 Trivers, The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism, p. 45. 
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Given the commonsensical view which determined that human life must have necessarily 

been comprised of a great deal of mutual aid (i.e., cooperation rather than incessant individualist 

conflict of one against all) and within the framework of Axelrod’s models, it would seem that 

selection for cooperation confers a more beneficial outcome for the group. However, Trivers did 

not discount the high probability of within-group defection. As briefly mentioned in the 

summary of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, defection (or cheating) is common and at times beneficial 

for the organism in the short term, especially if the instance can go unnoticed or the cheater is in 

an anonymous situation.49 Trivers posited, following the kin selection model Hamilton 

articulated, that instances of cheating could be selected against in two ways. First, it could be 

selected against within a small group. That is easy enough to understand, if we accept 

Hamilton’s kin selection model (or Hamilton’s Rule).50 However, given the increasingly 

complex systems of the human organism, deceit would still pose a potential problem. This would 

give rise to the emergence of precautionary parameters to insure that reciprocation of mutual aid 

is sustainable beyond. Such parameters include a long lifetime, low dispersal rate and mutual 

dependence. 

Consequently, such mechanisms to identify cheaters within a reciprocal altruistic model 

come in many different emotive characteristics, such as sympathy, complex regulating systems, 

the form of what Trivers calls “moralistic aggression,” whereby “positive emotions evolved to 

motivate altruistic behavior, the altruist is vulnerable” serves to (a) counteract the tendency of 

                                                           
49 David Sloan Wilson and Edward O Wilson, “Rethinking the Theoretical Foundation of Sociobiology,” The 

Quarterly Review of Biology, Vol. 82, No. 4. December 2007. p. 335. 
50 The emphasis on reciprocity as a byproduct of kin selection as opposed to group selection is being contested 

today, though prevailed notably by what was referred to as “Hamilton’s Rule.” Hamilton’s Rule is expressed as      

rb − c > 0 whereby r signifies genetic relatedness, b signifies reproductive benefit from altruistic act and c signifies 

the reproductive cost conferred to the individual committed to an altruistic act. Bourke, Andrew F. G. “Hamilton’s 

Rule and the Causes of Social Evolution.” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B: Biological 

Sciences369.1642 (2014). PMC. Web. Apr. 2018. 
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the altruist, in the absence of any reciprocity, to continue to perform altruistic acts for his own 

emotional rewards, (b) to educate unreciprocating individual by frightening him with immediate 

harm or with future harm of no more aid; and (c) in extreme cases, to select directly against 

unreciprocating individuals by injuring, killing or exiling a member.”51 

The construct provided by Trivers suffices in putting forth an explanatory model for how 

within-group cooperation could lead to the emergence of altruism. Crucially, Trivers’ account of 

the emergence of altruism is arguing from a kin selection-based approach. However, if we 

consider this explanatory model as being complete, we are still left with a kind of interesting 

paradox, or a kind of biological irony: if kin selection, which is inherently “egoistic,” can explain 

how altruism emerges in a cooperative setting, it would still seem ironic that altruism should 

emerge on such “selfish” grounds.52 Furthermore, there is another problem with working out the 

mechanics of altruism within a selfish context. The tension, specifically, is that if selfish genes 

are more likely to be successful within a group context, how can an organism be altruistic 

without incurring a significant loss to its own well-being? Surely, even within a kin selection 

approach, the phenomenon that allows for traits such as altruism to succeed must necessarily 

interact in group contexts. 

Indeed, the problem of viewing altruism from a kin selection perspective was criticized 

by evolutionary biologist D.S. Wilson as not being wholly sufficient in explaining the 

phenomenon and thus not addressing the glaring tension posed through the emphasis of inclusive 

fitness. D.S. Wilson’s advocacy of a group-based solution to the problem had been largely 

dismissed with the prevalence of kin selection during the first half of the 20th century.53 

                                                           
51 Trivers, Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism, p. 48. 
52 Indeed, Nowak notes this biological arrangement whereby cooperation occurs precisely to further the self-interest 

of the organism(s) as “paradoxical.” Nowak, Supercooperators, p. 27. 
53 Wilson and Wilson, Rethinking the Theoretical Foundation of Sociobiology, p. 331. 
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However, after decades of feuding and an eventual mutual understanding between two major 

evolutionary biologists from the respective camps, group selection and its more nuanced variant, 

multilevel selection, is reemerging as a serious alternative to the kin selection model. Though 

group selection it is still a controversial take on the emergence of altruism, it is nonetheless, an 

important consideration as it tries to address some of the tensions mentioned above. 54 

Notably, group selection attempts to explain the tension of the egoist versus collective 

dilemma whereby some altruistic traits do not seem to confer an advantage, yet persist 

nonetheless. Group selection maintains that since all evolutionary models (including kin 

selection) assume interactions take place within the context of a larger group (or multiple factors 

within any given interaction), then the group as a whole cannot be discounted as playing a 

significant factor in the evolution of the organism. As D.S. Wilson and E.O. Wilson write, one of 

the problems with assuming a kin selection as the only factor in natural selection is that 

organisms invariably interact with an isolated subset of their total environment; thus, “in n-

person game theory, n refers to the size of the group in which social interactions occur. In kin 

selection theory, r specifies that individuals are interacting with a subset of the population with 

whom they share a certain degree of genealogical, genetic or phenotypic similarity (depending 

on the specific formulation…the important feature is that social interactions are local, compared 

to the size of the total population”).55 

Furthermore, because all models of evolution must necessarily factor in the many ranges 

of traits in order to determine whether that trait is successful within a total population, then all 

models converge with regards to the definition of a particular trait. For example, Wilson and 

Wilson write “evolutionary theories of social behavior consider many kinds of groups, but that is 

                                                           
54 Wilson and Wilson, “Evolution: ‘For the Good of the Group.’”  
55 Wilson and Wilson, Rethinking the Theoretical Foundation of Sociobiology, p. 334. 
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only because they consider many kinds of traits” and for any trait “there is an appropriate 

population structure that must conform to the biology of the situation.”56 

Finally, there is the glaring tension with regards to traits that are labelled as cooperative 

as being “selectively disadvantageous” within competitive groups.57 This tension was noticed by 

Darwin, who wrote:                     

It must not be forgotten that although a high standard of morality gives but a slight or no advantage 

to each individual man and his children over other men of the same tribe, yet that an increase in 

the number of well-endowed men and an advancement in the standard of morality will certainly 

give an immense advantage to one tribe over another. A tribe including many members who, from 

possessing a high degree of the spirit of patriotism, fidelity, obedience, courage, and sympathy 

were always ready to aid one another, and to sacrifice themselves for the common good, would be 

victorious over most other tribes, and this would be natural selection.58 

 

Darwin’s passage is crucial to understanding just why a consideration of altruism from a group 

selection hypothesis is important. D.S. Wilson and E.O. Wilson found that it is possible for 

group selection to lead to group-level adaptations of traits through a consideration of a more 

dynamic approach to explaining how complex sets of self-interested organisms can account for 

cooperation within a group.59 Consequently, advocates of multilevel selection dismiss relying on 

a catch-all model of explaining adaptive behaviors as being selected for within a strictly kin 

selection model as either being too broad or too extreme.”60 Indeed, one major criticism of 

relying on Hamilton’s Rule (and thus the basis of the kin selection model) is that the model 

assumes conditions of linearity that could not properly account for the myriad of interactions 

organisms would have in nature.61 

                                                           
56 Wilson and Wilson, Rethinking the Theoretical Foundation of Sociobiology, p. 334. 
57 Wilson and Wilson, Rethinking the Theoretical Foundation of Sociobiology, p. 335. 
58 D.S. Wilson quoting Darwin’s Descent of Man, from “Does Altruism Exist: Culture, Genes and the Welfare of 

Others.” Yale University Press, New Haven, 2015. p. 31. 
59 Wilson and Wilson, Rethinking the Theoretical Foundation of Sociobiology, p. 331. 
60 David Sloan Wilson and Edward O. Wilson, “Evolution: ‘For the Good of the Group.’” American Scientist, Vol. 

96 September 2008, p. 382. 
61 Nowak, E.O. Wilson, Tarnita, “The Evolution of Eusociality.” Nature, August 2010. 
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Advocates of multilevel selection do not dismiss that traits which are more advantageous 

to an individual organism can be selected for, but rather, contend that there are almost always 

“trade-offs” between certain adaptations driven through kin selection and how these adaptations 

are influenced within the group.62 Therefore, groups that cooperate tend to be more advantageous 

than other groups.63 Thus, D.S. Wilson dismisses what he refers to as naïve group selection and 

opts for a more dynamic account that factors in multiple dimensions and processes within a 

respective organism’s ecosystem.64  

This is because for D.S. Wilson, some traits that are selected for cannot possibly account 

for individual benefit. For example, if we recall the discussion with Axelrod’s game theory 

tournament, “two-person game theory, cooperative tit-for-tat strategy never beats its social 

partner; It only loses or draws.”65 However, cooperative game theory models evolve precisely 

because “groups of cooperators contribute more to the total gene pool than groups of non-

cooperators.”66 In other words, as Robert Sapolsky summarized the logic of group selection 

accordingly: individual Type A’s (non-cooperative/aggressive organisms who exhibit more 

advantageous behaviors within inclusive fitness hypothesis) can dominate individual Type B’s 

(cooperative/passive) yet groups of B’s dominate groups of A’s (A > B, BB > AA).67 Therefore, 

while more altruistic traits may not be advantageous individually, if we think of evolution as a 

series of two-person tit-for-tat games, they nonetheless prevail on a group level over a long run. 

This is precisely because groups made up of altruists outcompete groups comprised of egoists 

                                                           
62 Wilson and Wilson, p. 382. 
63 Wilson and Wilson, p. 335. 
64 Wilson and Wilson, p. 330. 
65 Wilson and Wilson, p. 335. 
66 Wilson and Wilson, p. 335. 
67 Sapolsky, Behave, p. 363.   
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due to their cooperative nature.68 Interestingly, this problem was noted by Darwin (in an 

anticipation of the tension articulated in the Tragedy of the Commons parable).69 

This important consideration is necessary to provide a backdrop to how we could explain 

cooperation, morality and altruism that occur beyond mere kin-selection. A consideration of how 

altruism could occur from a group selection hypothesis is especially relevant precisely because it 

(group selection and its variants) mimics the greater dynamic of group-wise behaviors. As D.S. 

Wilson wrote, “the psychological traits associated with human moral systems are comparable to 

the mechanisms that suppress selection within groups for other major transitions, such as 

chromosomes and the rules of meiosis within multicellular organisms and policing mechanisms 

within eusocial insect colonies.”70 D.S. Wilson characterizes natural selection as being akin to 

the “Matryoshka doll logic” whereby many factors of an organism dictate that organism’s 

relative fitness and therefore chance of survival and succession.71 

Having briefly discussed the group selection approach to explaining how altruism could 

emerge from cooperation, it would be remiss not to glean over the controversy stemming from 

the multilevel selection hypothesis.72 Nonetheless, given recent work done in multilevel 

selection, it would seem that both factors – group selection and kin selection – work in unison, 

with individual fitness accruing short term benefits but reducing overall fitness of the group in 

                                                           
68 On an individual basis, the inverse is true, i.e., selfishness is more beneficial in the short term when isolated 

among strangers as many models in game theory have shown. 
69 D.S. Wilson was quoting Packer and Heinsohn quoting Darwin. Wilson and Wilson, p. 334. 
70 Wilson and Wilson, p. 543. 
71 D.S. Wilson, E.O. Wilson, “Evolution ‘For the Good of the Group.” American Scientist. Vol. 96, September 2008. 

p. 380. 
72 A referenced summary of the mathematical arguments for and against (as well as the subsequent summary of the 

controversy) is discussed at length in Quanta Magazine.  

Cepelewicz, Jordana, “The Elusive Calculus of Insects’ Altruism and Kin Selection,” Quanta Magazine, April 2018. 

https://www.quantamagazine.org/the-elusive-calculus-of-insects-altruism-and-kin-selection-20180410/  

Another reference for criticism of group selection (from a philosophical ground) can be found in: 

Pinker, Steven. “The False Allure of Group Selection.” Edge. 2012. 
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the long run precisely because groups of altruists are naturally more likely to compete and less 

likely to take up too many resources. These opposite views (one being nepotistic based and the 

other arguing selection on a collective basis) mirror the spirit with which Kropotkin and Hobbes 

constructed their thought. 

The Precariousness of Equilibrium  

The ability of organisms with diverging interests to create a sustained chain of 

cooperation does not mean that the equilibrium achieved thereof are not formed upon precarious 

foundations. There are, and continue to be, many instances in which ecosystems of cooperation 

are disrupted (and never fully recover). One rather infamous variation of this could be found in 

the “live and let live” scenario that occurred during the First World War.73 The scenario showed 

that soldiers in opposing trenches not only developed a complex strategy to avoid war, but also 

joined together in burial rights, paying of respects, etc., following the tit-for-tat strategy 

described earlier in this chapter. This was so prevalent that generals and other officers had to 

help override this and were able to easily do so (and, as history shows, the Great War was soon 

followed by another, even deadlier war). This rather remarkable instance showed two things; 

first, it showed the relative malleability with which “us versus them” dichotomies can be 

placated or modulated enough to change (we will discuss this further in the coming chapter).74 

Second, however, it showed the relative fragility of ecosystems that rely on the tit-for-tat strategy 

(practically, all biological life). Trivers’ essay on reciprocal altruism ends with a note on the 

“inherent instability” laden in the Prisoner’s Dilemma.75 

                                                           
73 Axelrod, Evolution of Cooperation, pp. 73-78.  
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75 Trivers, The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism, p. 54. 
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This precarity seems to suggest that cooperation or the equilibrium achieved through 

cooperation is easily disrupted.76 Brian Ferguson’s essay Blood of the Leviathan chronicles the 

complete breakdown of fragile ecosystems of cooperative hunter-gatherer societies towards the 

perpetual war encroachment of colonized settlers.77 Further research into this precarity of the 

equilibrium has been shown. Indeed, and unsurprisingly, aspects of the tit-for-tat strategy not 

only lead to instances of sustained peace once an equilibrium of cooperation is achieved but are 

also rather malleable. For instance, a study published in Nature shows how difficult cooperation 

is achieved when “lower ranked individuals who cannot be confident that they will benefit 

from cooperating.”78  

The in-depth summary by Ferguson seems to highlight precarity of situations given the 

sheer precarity within the state of nature. Unsurprisingly, this precarity is not just a reality of 

human social organization but is present in other social groups. An example is that of one of 

Robert Sapolsky’s studies of baboon troops. The troop of baboons he had been studying was 

struck by an unfortunate disaster after contracting tuberculosis from a garbage dump.79 Because 

baboons are notoriously fierce, competitive and hierarchical and as such, the most aggressive 

males ate first, they died, leaving the females and less aggressive males to take their place.80 

Consequently, the equilibrium shifted so significantly that when new aggressive males showed 

up to join the troop, the new alliance of females and more passive males would not tolerate 

aggressive dominance-based behavior.81 Therefore, via a combination of norm-enforcement and 

                                                           
76 Cronin, Hernendez and Sanchez, “Hierarchy is Detrimental for Human Cooperation.” Nature, Article No. 18634, 

December 2015. 
77 Ferguson, Brian. “Blood of the Leviathan: Western Contact and Warfare in Amazonia.” American 

Anthropological Association, Vol. 7, Issue 2, (May 1990): 237-257. 
78 Cronin, Acheson, Hernandez and Sanchez., p. 3.  
79 “Sapolsky RM, Share LJ “A Pacific Culture among Wild Baboons: Its Emergence and Transmission.” PLoS Biol 

2(4): e106. 2004.  
80 Sapolsky, Behave, pp. 649-650. 
81 Sapolsky, Behave, pp. 649-650. 



32 
 

a devastating accident, the culture of the troop changed so drastically towards a more egalitarian 

form of social organization. This norm was kept and persists till this day in an awesome example 

of both cultural evolution and the precarity of norms and a lesson in just how malleable and 

prone to disruption equilibriums can be.82 Incidentally, it also shows the relative malleability that 

can occur on a group selection basis.83 

So far, we have discussed a plausible way in which cooperation emerges within the so-

called state of nature. Cooperation emerges spontaneously as a byproduct of natural necessity. 

We have seen, through Axelrod, a plausible framework in which cooperation emerges through a 

“tit-for-tat” logic. Thus, seeming to vindicate aspects of Hobbes’ assumptions – paradoxically – 

cooperation seems to have arose out of necessity. That is, individual survival of most organisms 

is more likely if said organism cooperates and acts as one (therefore bettering groups and the 

individuals therein). Within the realm of human beings, cooperation is especially true given the 

relative differences in humans and other animals (comparatively to other primates, that is, 

humans are physically less robust). Indeed, some studies show that beyond reaching an 

equilibrium, a severe or disruptive imbalance within the natural environment occurs quite 

readily. Axelrod pointed this out with his metaphor of a looming shadow that makes cooperation 

a more rational decision as opposed to defection. 

Implications on Human Nature 

There are many fascinating aspects that we can learn from evolutionary biology and its 

applications to cooperation and the facilitation of prosocial norms. While I do not want to linger 

                                                           
82 Sapolsky, Behave, pp. 649-650. 
83 Sapolsky makes it clear that new (unrelated) male baboons who join the troop are acculturated into being more 

passive. Therefore, while it is clear that the more passive baboons lived on passing their genes to the next 

generation, there is also room for group-based pressures to enforce norms on non-related baboons (thus vindicating 

group basis of selection as well as alluding to the malleability of these behaviors). Sapolsky, Behave, p.  
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on the evolutionary biology for too much longer, it is an important consideration for the rest of 

the thesis in terms of reinforcing the point that I mentioned earlier; the parameters established by 

Hobbes in terms of the structure surrounding the emergence of man while at the same time 

considering the foundational necessity of cooperation as it was highlighted in Kropotkin’s work. 

Though, given the complex topic of human nature, we can say with some certainty that human 

nature cannot be reduced or described as being one particular thing or the other. I suspect that a 

significant part of the problem in trying to adequately define the phrase “human nature” stems 

from the fact that the phrase is too broad. Because of this, subsequent attempts to define it end up 

becoming opaque, rendering any given proposal of it too broad to be a wholistic of sufficient 

account. Still, despite the broad and ambiguous baggage that comes with attempting to define 

what human nature is, one large component to this puzzle is the truism that humans, being social 

organisms, are fundamentally cooperative by nature. 

Therefore, we can say that at least one essential property of organized social life (and 

human nature, more broadly) is the truism that humans are deeply social animals and seem 

inclined to cooperate. This, as has been shown, is a vindication of Aristotle’s famous dictum that 

humanity is, by nature, a political species out of necessity.84 Given, therefore, the prevalence of 

cooperation as a defining property of human nature, the next question is to what extent this 

cooperative aspect constitutes some kind of cognitive innateness that facilitates cooperation. 

Furthermore, how predictive are such traits as altruism in terms of social organization and group 

level norms? Having thus far covered some of the biologically plausible accounts for the 

emergence of altruistic tendencies in the state of nature, it is clear that traits and behaviors 

possess a dynamic quality (as indicated in multilevel selection) and are therefore not quite as 

                                                           
84 Aristotle, “Politics” Book I, Chapter 2, section 1253a. 
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predictive or clear as they would seem. Specifically, altruistic traits and other prosocial norms, 

even if innately established, cannot provide a qualitative account of social organization (though 

principles of cooperation can help us understand some elementary rules of social organization). 

My next chapter will examine the dynamic aspects of the following: innateness (or to what 

extent our minds are innately altruistic), malleability of cooperative behaviors and the 

implications thereof on social organization and group behaviors.  
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Chapter 3: Cognitive and Cultural Byproducts of Cooperation 

 In the previous chapter, I reviewed literature which explained the processes of 

cooperation as it occurs in nature. I further explained how contingencies found in nature may 

have facilitated cognitive mechanisms as explaining the extraordinarily high degree of 

prosociality found in the human species. In this chapter, I wish to expand on the discussion of 

prosociality, focusing on two specific but interrelated aspects of it. The first is a consideration of 

the role cognition plays and the processes that make cooperation possible. The second is the 

extent to which such cognitive byproducts that make cooperation possible are further facilitated 

by cultural mechanisms that reproduce cooperative behaviors through norms, rituals and other 

such social means. These two aspects of cooperation – the cognitive and the cultural – are 

intricately related, as both aspects produce the complex cooperative phenomena that exist in 

human societies. Thus, a consideration of these distinct but interrelated processes provides a 

comprehensive account of cooperation. 

Historical Considerations of Moral Cognition  

In any literature on principles of cooperation, it is worth at least briefly examining 

questions related to the degree to which cognition plays a role in facilitating social norms due to 

the strong connection between cognitive modes and structural norms. The primary reason we 

ought to consider at least some aspects of our cognition is that humans are by far the most 

cooperative species (in terms of sophistication in the level of coordination involved in large-scale 

efforts).85 Further, not only are humans highly cooperative in terms of sophistication but also 

seem to over-imitate at far higher rates than other species, signaling the degree to which humans 

                                                           
85 Zawidzki, Tadeusz. Mindshaping: A New Framework for Understanding Human Social Cognition. Cambridge, 

MIT Press: 2013. p. 99. 
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are “wired” to be receptive towards pedagogical instruction.”86 As such, many cultural elements, 

structural or social, would not be possible without at least preexisting cognitive byproducts that 

seemingly anticipate such instruction which serves to aid in cooperation. Secondly, and 

consequently, because it is difficult to see how any consideration of the guiding principles of 

cooperation does not reflect some cognitive modes which make the human condition as social as 

it is, it would make little sense to exclusively focus on the cultural elements that make 

cooperation possible. That is, because elements of our moral cognition seem inseparably tied to 

elements of our social cohesion such as cultural norms, institutions, etc., (and vice-versa), a look 

into possible ways in which minds seemingly anticipate cooperative norms which makes 

cooperation possible, is worth examining.  

Incidentally, it is also worth repeating that there is no consensus among leading cognitive 

scientists and philosophers regarding how cognitive systems work in unison to inform certain 

moral judgments. This confirms the difficulty in ascertaining with any certainty which properties 

create social cohesion.87 Therefore, I do not intend for this portion of the chapter, even the 

section discussing some possible cognitive elements, to be a conclusive or authoritative account 

of the factors that make cooperation possible internally within individual minds (again, this is 

beyond the scope of the topic and beyond my own expertise). Rather, my intention is to discuss 

possible ways in which cognitive properties account for norms that make cooperation possible at 

such a sophisticated level as that found in humans. This merits some discussion regarding 

possible ways in which minds account for and can be shaped by social conditions that allow the 

facilitation of cooperation. Therefore, while a large section of this chapter will be dedicated to 

                                                           
86 Zawidzki, Mindshaping, p. 20. 
87 Greene, Joshua. “The Cognitive Neuroscience of Moral Judgment and Decision Making.” Neuroscience and 

Society. p. 1013  
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examining the cultural elements behind social cohesion, it will briefly discuss the cognitive 

mechanisms which interplay with the social sphere making social cohesion possible. 

 The history of the debate surrounding the question of the extent to which innate 

cognitive functions may play some function in social life is as longstanding as the origins of 

modern political theory itself.88 For example, while Plato’s Republic is mainly a dialogue of 

moral instruction, Plato nonetheless saw it important to explore and account for the ways in 

which cognition plays a role in city-states and thus attempted to tie in a theory of mind, 

metaphysics and ethical framework within a harmonious system.89 Many philosophers and 

political theorists convened to do the same, though philosophy seemed to branch off into the 

exclusive domain of epistemology following Plato’s dualism through to the Cartesian 

tradition. Political philosophers have long tried to account for the ways in which cognitive 

modes interplay with social and political organizing and the idea of the polis or existence of 

institutions as mirroring aspects of the mind has undergone various iterations from Plato to 

even prominent political theorists like Cicero.90 Various questions, for example, about the 

extent to which properties of the mind mirror social organization (and vice versa) were 

commonplace, spearheading a long-standing dialogue that still informs the cognitive sciences 

today.91 Most notably, the dialogue is the extent to which minds are capable of a priori 

                                                           
88 Dwyer, et al. “The Linguistic Analogy: Motivations, Results and Speculations.” Topics in Cognitive Science. 2010 

p. 491.  
89 Plato, for example, made a distinction between “soul types” and envisioned corresponding class distinctions on 

that basis. Republic, 536e.  
90 Mikhail clarifies the degree to which Cicero’s theory of jurisprudence and natural law rested upon a foundation 

regarding “essential properties of the human mind.” Mikhail, John. “Elements of Moral Cognition: Rawls’ 

Linguistic Analogy and the Cognitive Science of Moral and Legal Judgment” Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge. 2011. p. 296. 
91 Wills, et al. “Dissociable Contributions of the Prefrontal Cortex in Group-Based Cooperation.” Social Cognitive 

and Affective Neuroscience, Vol. 13, No. 4. 2018 
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judgments, which Plato extended within both epistemic and moral realms.92 As stated above, 

Plato had tied this idea to his work in political philosophy but was addressing it separately in 

other dialogues as well.93 Plato’s idea of the innateness of moral sense and the extent to which 

such common moral properties could lead to a unifying set of laws as moral sense was picked 

up by other philosophers within the rationalist tradition throughout the Enlightenment period 

and towards the empiricist versus rationalist discourses that the era produced.94 

Contemporary Considerations of Cognitive States and Their Relation to Prosociality 

Moving to the contemporary period, we arrive at the basis for a kind of revolutionary 

turning point in the cognitive sciences which shifted focus towards examining how innate 

properties could account for the human sociocognitive condition. This shift followed a period 

characterized by a focus on behaviorism as a central explanation for all kinds of social and 

cognitive phenomena. In this context, a shift back towards innateness emerged, thereby 

redirecting the conversation towards considerations about the role innate processes in the mind 

have in shaping higher-order cognitive processes. Notably, the shift back towards innateness 

began in the 1950s when Noam Chomsky published his theory of generative grammar. While 

details of Chomsky’s theory of generative grammar go beyond the scope of the topic at hand, 

some philosophers have tried to incorporate aspects of his theory into explanations of the 

foundational mechanisms of moral intuitions. Chomsky’s idea of transformative grammar argues 

from what is referred to as the poverty of stimulus, whereby language acquisition and subsequent 

generativity of language is centered around a seemingly infinite amount of combinations within a 

                                                           
92 Plato’s Memo explores the extent to which a priori moral judgements are possible by way of geometry; similarly, 

Phaeodo explores moral intuitionism while subsequently exploring the complexity of moral judgments. 
93 Plato, “Meno”  
94 Kant’s political essays on the topic come to mind; also David Hume and Adam Smith, both of whom were 

concerned with behavioral sciences and their relation to the political sphere. 
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specific grammatical rule set of a specific language. The seemingly-infinite generativity of 

language is governed by a highly-rigid cognitive system(s). This system (or set of systems) 

operates within a highly-constrained or pre-programed mind and can produce an infinite set of 

linguistic combinations that follow systematized rules of grammar within a specific syntax 

(hence, the seemingly infinite generativity of grammar). In this sense, for Chomsky, properties of 

the mind operate algorithmically whereby the relevant processes generate a seemingly infinite 

combination of words, phrases and such grammatical constructs following.95  

Chomsky’s linguistic theory has come to be considered by some cognitive theorists as 

providing a useful framework for thinking about the human propensity to grasp moral judgments 

(and therefore how humans can coexist within a complex matrix of rules, informal or otherwise). 

The Chomskian framework was initially thought to be a useful guiding mechanism to think about 

how minds grasp moral problems by John Rawls.96 Though Rawls would later drop the use of 

the Chomksian analogy of a kind of generative moral grammar, the idea of generative grammar 

and its later use as a comparable system to moral intuition is an interesting idea that has had an 

influence within the realm of moral cognition in what is referred to as the Linguistic Analogy 

(LA) in moral psychology.97 Likening the Chomskian framework, LA attempts to understand the 

domain of knowledge,” thereby showing “the computational systems and cognitive interfaces 

that suffice to guide moral judgments and decisions” rather than providing a direct explanation of 

morality.98  

                                                           
95 Chomsky, Noam. “Reflections on Language.” Pantheon Books. New York. 1973. 
96 Mikhail notes that Adam Smith suggested the use of rules of grammar as analogous to rules of jurisprudence in 

Theory of Moral Sentiments. Mikhail, pp. xvi-xvii and pp. 4-5.  
97 Dwyer, et al. “The Linguistic Analogy: Motivations, Results and Speculations.” Topics in Cognitive Science. pp. 

486-510. 2010.  
98 Dwyer, et al, “The Linguistic Analogy,” p. 487. 
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Variations of LA have been proposed notably by John Mikhail, whose work examines 

moral cognition and its intersection with theories of jurisprudence. Beyond theoretical constructs 

such as the prominent linguistic analogy, there have been some studies that purport that 

reasoning and moral cognition are intertwined.99 Though Mikhail’s approach focuses on 

cognitive competence rather than performance (thus making the Chomskian framework 

appropriate given the abstract nature of Mikhail’s theory), the intersection between moralized 

cognition and its relation to social organization is clear. Mikhail’s theory is focusing on the 

extent to which moral judgments and other prosocial inclinations inform social organization and 

vice-versa (i.e., how aspects of social organization, such as jurisprudence, can be intuitive-

enough to be grasped by most individuals). Thus, the backdrop of Mikhail’s work clearly ties in 

the idea of moral competence as being able to and responsible for rendering systems of 

jurisprudence possible. Subsequently, the theory also expands on how individuals can 

successfully navigate complex webs of informal and formal rules without much instruction (and 

thus, successfully account for the normative foundation for cooperation as a kind of universal 

phenomenon). 

In the LA approach to moral cognition, the general argument presented is that like 

language, humans have an innate capacity to understand moral rules, echoing the poverty of 

stimulus argument presented in Chomsky’s work. In this sense, a universal moral grammar 

“provides a set of parameterizable principles” whereby specific values are “set environmentally,” 

thus giving rise to “acquisition of a moral idiolect.”100 As such, Mikhail writes, “ordinary 

                                                           
99 Surian, Luca, Franchin, Laura. “Infants Reason About Deserving Agents.” Cognitive Development. 2017. Like 

other studies, the results of this test show reasoning as an innate function but does not necessarily dismiss the idea of 

learned instruction as being vital to the process. 
100 Dwyer, “How Good is the Linguistic Analogy?” The Innate Mind: Volume 2: Culture and Cognition. Oxford 

University Press, Oxford. 2007. 
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individuals are intuitive lawyers, who possess tacit or unconscious knowledge of a rich variety of 

legal rules, concepts, and principles, along with a natural readiness to compute mental 

representations of human acts and omissions in legally cognizable terms.”101 Mikhail and 

proponents of the linguistic analogy (LA) argue that like language, acquisition of moral 

competence follows the same spontaneous trajectory; specifically, “moral capacities are species-

typical in the same sense as language.”102 Thus, one clear way to think about what proponents of 

LA generally mean in their analogy is the following. Language is learned virtually without 

instruction and all humans have some linguistic capacity. However, though language need not be 

taught directly, reading must be taught directly with instruction. Likewise, LA posits that moral 

competence occupies the same kind of spontaneous process whereby most individuals intuitively 

understand abstract moral norms with little input from the external world. 

Skepticism of Nativism as Explanation of Prosociality  

Having recounted some prominent theories in favor of the innateness of prosociality via 

the linguistic analogy, I would like to posit a precautionary note as to why a focus on innateness 

of cooperation to explain cooperation more broadly has some potential limitations. Namely, even 

if one were to suppose that the prosocial norms arise from some innateness in the mind(s) within 

groups, it would still be difficult to make sense of what those innate properties are and how they 

operate within a group of minds.103 Furthermore, aside from the problem of collectively 

ascribing modes of cognition within a group, an individual mind is both highly-rigid in terms of 

the mechanism that structures it while also being highly-malleable in terms of its adaptability to 

                                                           
101 Mikhail, Elements of Moral Cognition, p. 101. 
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a myriad of contexts. Thus, discerning the difference by which some cognitive functions interact 

with, overlap or are influenced by certain cognitive properties can be exceedingly difficult. The 

difficulty in understanding and trying to place responsibility of certain specific cognitive 

properties within a highly complex web is evident, for example, by how similar cognitive 

properties relating to strong emotional responses activate differently depending on contexts.104 

That is, it can be exceedingly tricky to differentiate behaviors or sets of collective behavioral 

norms observed in history and ascribing such behaviors as part of some cognitive universality. 

Therefore, while proponents of the linguistic analogy (LA) approach to language and 

moral cognition attempt to posit a “strong” connection (between the analogies), such attempts at 

analogizing linguistic competence and moral competence are difficult to establish precisely 

because linguistic competence and moral competence are not perfectly analogous. For example, 

can we imagine sets of behavioral norms that would be considered antisocial and still function on 

a large scale over a long period of time? While the answer may be in the affirmative, it is 

difficult to discern the extent to which norms exist seemingly universally across cultures because 

those cultures operate within a narrow range of behaviors that are culturally functional and 

sustainable. Therefore, while we can imagine many different combinations of “universalizable” 

norms and account for these norms on a quantitative basis, it is not clear the extent to which such 

norms mirror some preexisting cognitive modes; rather, researchers may come to find that norms 

are guided by social constructs which arise naturally within a given society because such 

behaviors best promote cooperation (and have thus been become self-sustaining precisely 

because they make sense and “fit” into the narrow scope of norms that would be sustainable).  
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Indeed, of the analogy between moral acquisition and linguistic acquisition, Mikhail 

writes, “nothing comparable exists in the moral domain. Although moral diversity appears to be 

a real phenomenon, even the most superficial comparison of language and morality thus suggests 

that the development of moral competence is more constrained than the development of 

linguistic competence.105 Thus, if there is a ‘single mental design’ underlying all known human 

languages, then it is not clear why it should be troubling in a cognitive domain where much less 

is known but where superficial observation implies an even greater convergence, to begin 

investigation from the simplifying assumption or null hypothesis, that human beings share a 

common moral nature.”106 Here, we can recall Hume’s skepticism about being able to attribute 

moral cognition as being anchored within rationalistic pretext as being inherently impossible.107 

Hume’s skepticism of the rationalist project in attempting to determine moral cognition was 

based precisely on the difficulty in demarcating emotive reactions with their respective origins 

versus their ‘rationalist’ counterparts.108 For Hume, this difficulty not only culminates in a 

fallacious is/ought dichotomy whereby descriptive claims are conflated as value judgments, but 

also creates an illusion of there being a possibility of introspection leading to a kind of conscious 

rationalism behind moral judgments.109 Within a contemporary context, the illusion could stem 

from confusing observed moral behaviors as being rationally determined within a mind rather 

than being reflexive, instinctual and otherwise virtually unknowable in terms of how such 

cognitive properties work to produce specific sentiments.110  

                                                           
105 Mikhail, Elements of Moral Cognition, p. 57. 
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Hume’s argument on the inherent impossibility of there being some rationalist moral 

sense is especially relevant when trying to understand how moral cognition can be accounted for 

within social framework.111 The skepticism can be understood through another analogy from 

evolutionary biology, namely, the criticism of accounts discerning the origin of cognition, or, 

“just-so storytelling,” a kind of post hoc theorizing that may or may not be true given the 

relevant data sets. As demonstrated in Richard Lewontin’s essay The Evolution of Cognition: 

Questions We Will Never Answer, there can be significant difficulty in inferring how natural 

selection could play a role in picking some specific traits.112 Recalling some of the prevalent 

theories in evolutionary biology, Lewontin wrote that though it might be “trivially true” that 

human cognition is a product of evolution from nonhuman ancestors, this does not tell us much 

about the evolution of specific cognitive properties (or anything of importance regarding the 

origination of certain specific behavioral traits).”113 As Atran points out (in his discussion of the 

criticisms of “just so storytelling” in evolutionary biology), it is not likely that such sophisticated 

and specific modes of cognition (moral, linguistic, other otherwise) have adaptations which were 

selected for functional design.114 Thus, it is difficult to know with any certainty what set of traits 

are representative of specific instances for selection. While Trivers’ account for reciprocal 

altruism being a byproduct of natural necessity is compelling, it, too, ultimately does not 

sufficiently account for the complexities with respect to cooperation that multilevel selectionists 

account for.115 

                                                           
111 Atran points this out in his discussion on the inscrutability of determining sets of behaviors from their original 

purpose. Atran, “In Gods We Trust: The Evolutionary Landscape of Religion.” Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

2002. pp. 42-44.  
112 Critically, it should be noted that Lewontin does not dismiss natural selection as a major factor of evolution 

(Lewontin, p.); rather, Lewontin’s criticism was meant to challenge the prominence of  
113 Lewontin, Richard. “The Evolution of Cognition. In D. N. Osherson & E. E. Smith (Eds.), Thinking: An 

invitation to Cognitive Science, Vol. 3,. Cambridge, MA, US: The MIT Press., pp. 108-109. 
114 Atran, In Gods We Trust, p. 43. 
115 The paradox of cooperation, initially articulated by Darwin, was discussed at length in the previous chapter. 



45 
 

To be fair to LA and its proponents in universal moral grammar, however, neither 

Chomsky nor other proponents of moral grammar purport to know precisely why or where the 

human propensity for generative language comes from (indeed, their project aims at providing an 

explanatory account of competence rather than an account of how the competence came to be 

selected for).116 The reason for invoking the criticisms of “just so” storytelling in evolutionary 

biology and the subsequent criticisms from philosophers of science regarding the prominence of 

“just-so” storytelling is that it helps highlight the incredibly tricky nature in trying to establish 

how behavioral phenomena and their relation with corresponding cognitive properties is difficult 

to definitively establish.117 Indeed, citing both Hume and Lewontin at length, Chomsky attributes 

current mysteries of aspects of cognition as being themselves limits of human cognition rather 

than it being merely a lacking of empirical observations which science might one day address.118 

In the same sense, current proponents of LA also acknowledge the intricate way in which moral 

intuitions are “linked with emotions” but generally do not posit some evolutionary purpose of 

moral grammar.119 Therefore, Chomsky’s linguistic theory articulated an alternative and grounds 

it within a rule-based system. That is, the cognitive system-based approach to understanding 

morality relies in its reflexive rather than deliberate nature. Similarly, proponents of moral 

grammar are not necessarily arguing that moral competence is reasoned prior to action.120 

Therefore, proponents of LA have contended that the analogy between moral competence and 

                                                           
116 Atran, In Gods We Trust, p. 44. 
117 Hence the ongoing disagreements over what cognitive properties are responsible for what behaviors and what 
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linguistic competence is far from perfect due to the lack of information available regarding 

cognitive processes.121 

The importance of Lewontin’s skepticism regarding the mysteries of the evolution of 

human cognition is relevant to this account of moral cognition because it highlights the difficulty 

of determining exactly how some traits exist currently and ascribing a direct evolutionary cause 

without falling under “just-so” storytelling.122 Although “just-so” criticisms are usually charged 

at explaining current traits through some posited evolutionary necessity and the topic at hand is 

more concerned with the scope of what properties facilitate social cooperation, the criticism 

Lewontin points out is still relevant in this discussion precisely because it highlights the 

underlying complexity in differentiating between known factors in the development of cognition 

and the purported causal effects that relate to it. Therefore, it is important to keep in mind that 

relations between observable sets of behaviors that are cross-culturally common may have 

virtually unknowable origins in terms of how some traits became successive in the species and 

thus inhabit somewhat of a “mysterious” element. 

Still though, what can be gleaned from observation and empirical studies is that humans 

are foundationally moralistic and that moralism does seem to be intertwined, and indeed can be a 

mobilizing driving force behind social cohesiveness.123 Therefore, while the precise cognitive 

mechanisms that regulate, facilitate and forge moral cognition are difficult to discern within the 

dynamic context in which they function, it is still worth considering the broad topic of moral 

cognition in unison with cultural elements that might enhance and drive cooperation. Or stated 
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alternatively, though it is not clear whether nativist assumptions regarding moral competence 

have been demonstrably proven or to what degree innate moral mechanisms play a role in 

facilitating moral norms, what is clear is that some relation exists and that such a relation can 

inform us about how minds anticipate other byproducts of prosociality within a cultural context 

(which serve to forge moral norms that facilitate social cohesion more broadly).124 

In the earlier section of this discussion, I invoked aspects of Mikhail’s theory of moral 

grammar as well as theories of modularities of minds. These are distinct and often invoked in 

unrelated contexts (the linguistic analogy is more properly understood to operate within a 

narrow framework of processing moral problems). Despite the distance between these two 

theories, it nonetheless seems appropriate to situate and understand them within the context of 

highly-moralistic species precisely because for cooperation to occur and be deeply felt as a 

motivating factor behind human actions, it must necessarily invoke passion among 

practitioners. It ought to be clarified, of course, that cooperation is quite broad and can 

account for either narrow or broad usages, ranging from voluntary altruistic acts to 

participation within a broad economic system while adhering to the rules within such a 

system. The distinction here is not so much regarding which acts constitute cooperation, but 

rather, the many varying degrees that such acts engage with different properties of minds. For 

one, broad cooperation, can be accounted for through a myriad of interests, from self-interest 

to genuine levels of belief within said system. On the other hand, cooperation which involves 

a high-degree of belief within altruistic acts, moralized sentiments and so on, necessarily 

entails some degree of belief and thus must necessarily be intertwined with processes of the 

mind that activate moral commitment, outrage, and other such passionate responses. I will 
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leave it to the reader to discern the connection – if any – though my strong suspicion is that 

these processes are intertwined in ways not yet fully understood. However, as I hope will 

become evident as I review the varying research and accounts of cooperation within this 

chapter, I believe there is a connection that points to the inseparable truism: an account of 

cooperation within the species cannot meaningfully be fleshed out without some invocation of 

the possible mechanisms that make strong cooperation possible as demonstrated through 

many ways in which highly moralized content disseminated far quicker when it carries with it 

a moralistic component.125 Thus, my goal here is twofold: one portion will briefly cover the 

possible role of cognition in accounting for cooperation (both of the narrow and broad kind). 

The second is to show the inseparable link between such cognitive properties and their role in 

facilitating cooperation within the cultural realm.   

Part II: Cultural Evolution, Religion as Prosocial Function 

Having discussed some of the prevalent theories underlying some of the cognitive 

mechanisms that contribute to prosocial norms in individuals and having posited a 

precautionary note about the difficulty of understanding the specific cognitive elements within 

the respective contexts, I would like to focus on the cultural component of cooperation with 

specific emphasis on the way in which religions often function as an instrument of cultural 

cohesion. Examining the cultural modes which facilitate prosociality and large-scale 

cooperation within the species is important for many reasons. For one, as discussed in the 

above section, it is difficult to study cooperation as a byproduct of cognitive faculties 

precisely because such faculties are not yet fully known.126 Therefore, looking over some of 
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the cultural elements that provide social cohesion could give a compelling account of how 

cooperation is sustained within cultures without the complications associated with an account 

of moral cognition. Furthermore, overwhelming evidence suggests that rituals and 

organization have a significant effect on cognition and the facilitation of social cohesion 

thereof, thereby providing compelling reasons to focus on how cultural elements can take 

precedence over whatever genetic propensities minds may have inherited over millennia. One 

prominent example highlighted in the previous chapter can be found in Sapolsky’s famous 

baboon observation, whereby a troop of baboons, after encountering a tragedy that forced 

structural change, managed to create a sustained cultural change that informed their social 

organization. This example showed how cultural innovations can often supersede and 

overwrite seemingly “fixed” traits, such as dominance and hierarchy otherwise associated 

with baboons. The same kind of malleability of social structures and fundamental attitudes 

can be said of human organization whereby many different variations can occur over an 

evolutionarily short period.127   

While cataloguing all specific ways in which different cultural modes help inform 

individual cognitive states towards greater cooperation, this discussion will focus on how 

religious cultural innovations help foster social cohesion. This is because religious 

mechanisms, especially prosocial religions, help account for cooperation at a large scale. 

Incidentally, an examination of prosocial religions helps address tensions posed in the 

previous chapter, namely, the tensions of multilevel selection. Thus, understanding how 
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127 Attitudes in the U.S. with regards to same-sex marriages, for example, changed rather suddenly in the United 

States during the period (cite pew poll). This shows the extent to which norm-enforcement and cultural attitudes 

often change other organization and how cultural transitions play a large role in shaping societies. 

http://www.people-press.org/2017/06/26/support-for-same-sex-marriage-grows-even-among-groups-that-had-been-

skeptical/  



50 
 

religious institutions are not only important in examining social cohesion from a cultural 

vantage, but also, can account for the puzzle of cooperation from a multilevel selectionist 

perspective, namely through the Big Gods hypothesis, is especially important to the overall 

discussion on cooperation. The shift and focus on cultural factors that help explain sustained 

cooperation are important here because traditional models of kin selection and reciprocal 

altruism cannot sufficiently explain the strong degree to which cooperation subsists within 

large-scale societies.128 Understanding the degree to which these cultural elements play some 

significant role in facilitating social cohesion is crucial here for two reasons; namely, as stated 

above, it is difficult to rely exclusively on cognitive mechanisms as sufficiently explaining 

cooperation within large, anonymous societies. Secondly, research into the social life of 

cooperation would still vindicate the abstract principles of natural selection established in the 

previous chapter while also posing an alternative explanatory model for the salience of 

behavioral traits.  

Thus, going back to the paradox of group selection I discussed in the previous chapter, 

in the case of cultural evolution, a similar puzzle emerges. Namely, how do large societies 

with anonymous citizens cooperate without running into the free-rider problem whereby 

cooperative members are taken advantage of?129 As Trivers discussed, forging cooperation 

within small-scale hunter-gather societies can be explained through necessity and rituals 

culminating in reciprocal altruism.130 As such, small-scale societies often established bonds 

between members where defection, cheating and other modes of bypassing group norms could 

be regulated with ease.131 The problem here stems from the tension of introducing members to 
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large scale societies whereby members of a society are anonymous, which renders aspects of 

Trivers’ account for the phenomenon of reciprocal altruism difficult to account for. We might 

reexamine the problem of introducing cooperation of large groups of strangers by rethinking 

some of Darwin’s remarks on this problem.132 The answer to this puzzle has been attempted 

to be addressed through cultural innovative processes such as the introduction of omniscient 

and moralistic deities which served as a culturally innovative idea that could sustain 

cooperation within individuals in large-scale societies.  

Norms, Imitation and Norm-Enforcement through Supernatural Deities  

There are two prevalent ideas that explain how all cultural modes that enhance 

cooperation are transferred within individuals and within a population. As Atran explains 

barrowing from the popularized account by Dawkins, “memes” are “cultural units passed by 

imitation.”133 Though memes are nonbiological phenomena, they are relevant in that their 

purported analogy is that they correspond to the principles of selection (with controversy). In 

Dawkins’ introduction to the concept, the entire purpose of introducing the concept of 

memetics is to downplay the role of genes as a singular determining factor in the evolution of 

the species.134 Rather, memetics attempts to argue that cultural forces and byproducts are 

synthetic constructs that are nevertheless susceptible to the same guiding mechanisms that 

drive evolution (namely, natural selection). Like genes, then, memes derive their success by 

the extent to which they can replicate within a group context.  

                                                           
132 Please see previous chapter for more on Darwin highlighting the problem of cooperation; D.S. Wilson quoting 
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Press, New Haven, 2015. p. 31. 
133 Atran. “The Trouble with Memes: Inference versus Imitation in Cultural Creation.” p. 3. 
134 De Waal, Age of Empathy, pp. 38-40. 
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 The argument for memetics is not without some controversy, with some critics of the 

idea of memes as driving force in evolution arguing that memes are problematic for two main 

reasons.135 The first objection to memetics as an adequate solution to cover the gap between 

natural selection of genes to cultural evolution is that genes, unlike memes, operate on a 

standard definition. That is, DNA can be made up of definable units and “must in themselves 

be cohesive in definite and coherent proportions, and not because someone wishes or decides 

to attach numbers to ‘operational units’ that have no fixed content or boundaries.”136 The 

second contention with using memetics to explain cultural evolution is that memes (ideas), 

unlike genes, “rarely copy with anything close to absolute fidelity.”137 For example, each 

copy of a meme “undergoes some sort of modification during communication.” It is 

interesting that Atran highlights this issue of fidelity in cultural replication. As Atran points 

out, memes encompass a broad range of immaterial ideas, from words to sentences, thoughts, 

beliefs, philosophical ideas to equations.138  

 Still though, even if the effects that cultural norms and ideas have on the cognitive 

aspects are vague, the salience of these effects does not diminish their importance. After all, 

the same exact vagueness can be found when attempting to draw out the extent to which 

genetic traits play a role in regulating behavior within any given society. Nonetheless, memes 

and other such imitation-based phenomena give us a greater understanding of the way in 

which cultural norms function to facilitate cooperation, especially in large-scale societies. As 

studies point out, cross culturally, all societies operate under systems of “rights” and 

                                                           
135 Atran, “In Gods We Trust: The Evolutionary Landscape of Religion.” Oxford University Press, Oxford. 2002 p. 

240. 
136 Atran, In Gods We Trust, p. 241. 
137 Atran, In Gods We Trust, p. 241. 
138 Atran, In Gods We Trust, p. 241. 



53 
 

“wrongs,” “good” or “bad” within their respective range of norms, indicating that irrespective 

cultural specifics, a unifying element associated with moralistic sentiments.139 Because these 

relatively predictable sets of norms within large-scale societies cannot be purely explained 

within a model of reciprocal altruism, an additional element for how cooperation could be 

sustained within large-scale societies whereby most occupants are strangers is was posited 

through, via the “Big Gods hypothesis.”140 The alternative model instead relies on the idea of 

religion as a mix between a cultural artifact and cognitive byproduct that is especially 

effective depending on the degree of omniscience that the deity possesses.141 In such societies, 

“cooperation enhancement” tends to induce greater degrees of trust-worthiness and 

collaboration while playing a role in regulating defection, cheating and other antisocial 

behaviors.142 Furthermore, imitation is clearly paramount to understanding the human social 

condition and is present in the earliest stages of human life and is extensively part of early 

development as replicated through a myriad of tests.143 

 The interplay between cognitive phenomena such as imitation and successful modes of 

cultural evolution ought not be underplayed here, despite any formal issues that stem from 

establishing the effects that such norms have in generating lasting cultural changes. If the 

imitation aspects of cultures to enforce norms is common, then it clearly invites “bad” memes 

from taking shape. Interestingly, “bad” memes may exist in an amoral (or immoral) context in 

their own right but are almost always moralistic in that they invoke (or purport to invoke) 
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some prosocial pretext (for example, the “us versus them” dichotomies that display this 

duality, justifying violent practices, often within a highly-moralistic veneer).144 However 

powerful cultural aspects of religion and the costs associated with them, they still pose an 

evolutionary puzzle. As Xygalates points out, despite understanding how rituals associated 

with religious practices form bonds and increase cooperation, they “only get so far” in 

explaining why individuals would take risks associated with them.145 Thus, two puzzles 

emerge in this phenomenon; namely, “costly practices” which persist despite the cost incurred 

upon each individual believer and the problem of freeriding associated with the group. These 

puzzles seem to invoke aspects of multilevel selection and the criticisms charged thereof 

(namely, how could multilevel selection account for the so-called free-rider problem). 

However, the freeriding problem points to, possibly, another cultural innovation that has 

captured the minds of many believers and became a driving force in cementing social 

cohesion. To understand this further, I believe it helpful to understand religions and the rituals 

associated with them and their awesome power to form social bonds to facilitate cooperation 

through another culturally innovative creation, notably, the Big Gods hypothesis posited by 

Norenzayan’s research.  

The introduction of big gods was a revolutionary cognitive and cultural phenomenon. 

Up until roughly around 12,000 years (and likely for most of human history), gods were 

amoral and relatively unconcerned with the lives of everyday practitioners, a reflection of the 

fact that societies likely did not need to regulate the extent of members’ beliefs due to the 

limitations of size of groups.146 Consequently, once societies settled down and expanded 
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around the time of the agricultural revolution, the necessity of omniscient and moralistic 

deities became an essential part of forging both cohesive ties through ritualization and 

creating an apparatus of supernatural surveillance that discourages antisocial behavior.147 As a 

cultural mechanism, moralistic prosocial religions present a strong unifier in that a prosocial 

religion cultivates moralistic feelings among practitioners while redirecting said feelings to 

affirm and reciprocate such moralism towards other members of the group. Consequently, 

some religious functions and norms present significant advantages in terms of encouraging 

cooperation within large societies. Therefore, not unlike the discussion of multilevel selection 

from the previous chapter, religions can function as groups and the more successful religions 

gain advantage in terms of popularity by design of function. It has been established that 

religion is not only a foundational aspect of human societies, but also greatly shapes it.148 One 

of the primary unifying aspects of religions is the way in which religion draws cohesiveness 

through synchronization.149 Individually, such bonds have been shown to “trigger hormones 

that stimulate the reward systems of the brain” especially during ritualization practices.150 

Thus, “sensations such as pain or fear,” signify a “spike in the neurotransmitter dopamine. An 

increase in neuropeptides called endorphins, which bind to the brain’s opiate receptors, 

produce the same soothing euphoria felt by the marathon runner (the ‘runner’s high’).”151 

Consequently, such bonds coincide to become the basis of social intuitions that are “in the 

service of gluing individuals together to form ‘sacred’ communities,” thus solidifying 

cooperation within a group.152 
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Likewise, as highlighted in the previous chapter’s discussion on multilevel selection, 

group selection has its critics, namely, the charge that group selection does not adequately 

account for the free-rider problem. Norenzayam, working from D.S. Wilson’s Darwin’s 

Cathedral, analogizes religious groups to the group selection hypothesis, positing that 

religious groups operate in accordance to the same dynamics found within a multilevel 

setting, with in-group/out-group competition playing a key role in facilitating cooperation.153 

One of Wilson’s studies, for example, shows the way in which prosocial religions fit into 

Darwin’s speculation that group advantages outweigh individually-oriented groups such that 

“tribe including members possessing in high degree the spirit of patriotism, fidelity, 

obedience, courage and sympathy were always ready to give aid to each other and to sacrifice 

themselves for the common good, would be victorious over other tribes.”154 To this end, D.S. 

Wilson, echoing Darwin’s sentiments, writes, “groups are acknowledged to evolve into 

adaptive units, but only if special conditions are met…in human groups it is often religion that 

provides the special conditions. Religion returns to center stage, not as a theological 

explanation of purpose or order, but as itself a product of evolution that enables groups to 

function as adaptive units – at least to a degree.”155 

The cultural innovation of moralistic deities helps circumvent aspects of this puzzle by 

situating a large degree of social learning and subsequent cooperation within the realm of 

pedagogy and imitation precisely because it is easier to create cohesion through relatively 

homogeneous cultural functions.156 In this case, non-cognitive mechanisms such as norms, 
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institutions and other sophisticated processes contribute to resolving the problem of 

cooperation.157 Viewing cultural evolution as operating within the same principles of 

multilevel selection helps resolve questions about prosociality. This is important for several 

reasons. The first is that like moral norms, religiosity is a universal and thus seems to at least 

offer insight into its cohesive mechanism. On one hand, cultural innovations such as religion 

are entirely synthetic and strictly nonbiological. On the other hand, prosocial religions and the 

increased cooperation among individuals that prosocial religions foster may be the result of 

cognitive byproducts of cognition.158 This does not mean that there are domain-specific traits 

that are associated with certain cognitive states inform sophisticated behavioral approaches. 

Rather, it means that through a complex web of cognitive actions, prosocial religions and 

cognitive byproducts interact in such a way as to help further cooperative ends. Nevertheless, 

prosocial religions tend to keep in line with evolutionary theory and adhere to some of the 

principles laid out in the previous chapter. Therefore, an examination of the intersection 

between cognition, religion and prosocial norms is relevant to the topic at hand. 

 Moving beyond the genetic approaches, such as reciprocity which may explain – with 

some limitations – the degree to which small hunter-gatherers could select for traits, there is 

another approach that relies on cultural evolution. Such an approach offers a benefit in the 

following ways: first, it still relies on the logic of cooperation explained in the previous 

chapter by Axelrod. The second is that is resolves the issue of how such cooperation could be 

possible within large-scale societies. For example, critics have argued the extent to which the 

logic of reciprocity could adequately explain the prevalence of cooperation within a large 
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society whereby citizens have relative anonymity.159 Most notably, work being done in 

anthropology and the cognitive sciences supports Norenzayan’s conclusion that beyond 

moralism enmeshed in prosocial religions, omniscient deities (or the belief thereof) further 

cultivates cooperation by disincentivizing individuals from cheating behaviors. This kind of 

“supernatural monitoring” adds the element of cooperation especially when paired with the 

idea of supernatural punishment.160  

 The results from the blend of moralistic sentiments found in individuals, the 

ritualization which helps facilitate bonding within groups and the supernatural monitoring 

believed to be a factor of omniscient deities produces not only increased moral behavior, but 

subsequently, an increase in cooperation at a large-scale.161 Therefore, while salience of such 

cooperativeness varies depending on the variables (for example, the degree of perceived 

punitiveness, individual belief, group conditions, etc.), the consistency of such results seem to 

point to a strong correlation between moralized content (secularized or within a religious 

veneer) shows that moralization of content is quite prominent in its effects on populations.162 

Echoing social theorists of the past, Norenzayan claims that this fusion of cognitive and 

cultural processes can explain complex processes that are rely entirely on institutional 

frameworks and perceptions – such as commerce exchange – and other such economic 

activities associated with large economic and social networks possible.163  

Conclusion 
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 To conclude, this chapter discussed two distinct but interrelated aspects of cooperation. 

The first section examined moral cognition in relation to prosocial intuitions by creating 

moralistic sentiments. The section included a major focus on intrinsic properties and subsequent 

theories, such as universal moral grammar, which posits that humans have an intuitive ability to 

grasp moral rules and thus regulate behaviors in accordance to such rules. The second section of 

this chapter examines how cultural elements – particularly prosocial and moralistic cultural 

elements – interact with moralistic minds to cultivate cooperation within large-scale societies. 

Together, these theories give a plausible account for how moralistic sentiments, prosociality and 

norms are entangled to form cooperation on a large scale.  

Relating to the previous chapter, to the extent that the cooperative elements of the 

complex kind found in prosocial religions are salient, they are also competitive, thus 

complimenting D.S. Wilson’s theory that prosocial religions are analogous to other group-based 

organisms. Due to the relation between cooperation, moralism and competition, in the next 

chapter, I intend on focusing on a consequential element of this kind of social cohesion, namely, 

how these cooperative functions (cognitive and social) invariably create “us” versus “them” 

dichotomies. Therefore, the next chapter will focus on another aspect of the seeming paradox of 

cooperation: namely, the way in which processes that facilitate cooperation could produce 

antagonisms and perpetuate intergroup conflict. 
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Chapter 4: Cooperation and the Derived Other 

 This chapter will examine how cooperation produces us/them dichotomizing. Thus, in 

keeping within the spirit of the previous chapters, this chapter will discuss another seeming 

paradox of cooperation, namely, how cooperation often encompasses “us versus them” 

dichotomizing. Within this chapter, I will discuss us/them dichotomizing as an inseparable 

byproduct of cooperation and a common phenomenon. Because the topic necessitates a 

discussion of the mechanisms that are found in and relate to cooperation, I will review how 

elements of cooperation produce us/them dichotomizing and the interplay between a myriad of 

cognitive and cultural forces that work in unison to facilitate us/them dichotomizing. 

Subsequently, I will discuss how these processes are not only integral, constituting a kind of 

byproduct, but also spontaneous and malleable, allowing us/them dichotomizing to be salient in 

many different contexts. 

Paradox of Cooperation: Spontaneous Dichotomies 

 The popular conceptions of cooperation often conjure ideas of altruism among 

individuals within groups, with the implication of there being broad harmony. Of course, this is 

understandable given that associations of the word cooperation imply such sentiments associated 

with the word. Indeed, the Merriam Webster dictionary, for example, defines cooperation as “the 

acts of someone who is being helpful by doing what is wanted or asked.”164 The Oxford English 

Dictionary defines cooperation as “the action or process of working together to the same end.”165 

Because the word cooperation connotates concepts such as reciprocity it is often used 

indistinguishably from other such positive associations of altruism and other prosocial 
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behaviors.166 However, a significant and consequential aspect of cooperation is a dichotomizing 

byproduct which manifests in the form of “us/them” distinctions.167 Although cooperation by no 

means contributes exclusively to the kinds of tribalism associated with us/them dichotomizing, it 

nonetheless occupies an interesting role in its facilitation. 

 The staunchness of us/them distinctions varies significantly based on context and there 

are many different factors that contribute to us/them dichotomizing, from cognitive byproducts 

(or, the spontaneous way in which minds operate) to cultural structures that reinforce 

dichotomizing by creating arbitrary but clear lines of difference. Subsequently, there is an 

intricate overlay between preexisting cognitive modes and the cultural elements that provide 

salience for such dichotomizing to exist. Therefore, the chapter will focus on the intricate 

interplay between these phenomena to show how they work to produce this byproduct of 

cooperation. Specifically, the chapter will proceed to describe how dichotomization occurs 

spontaneously first within individuals and then gains salience through cultural elements, which 

sacralize sentiments and externalize them alongside pronounced lines of difference. The 

mechanisms involved in the us/them dichotomizing process involve many dimensions, but in 

being mindful of the spirit and scope of the essay, I will focus on the interplay between 

prosociality, spontaneity and moralistic sentiments within groups.  

Moral Contagions, Moralistic Sentiments 

An instance of the spontaneous way us/them dichotomizing forms was infamously 

observed in the mid twentieth-century, when social psychologist Muzafer Sherif conducted what 
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was infamously known as the Robbers Cave experiment.168 The experiment studied how ingroup 

formation occurred spontaneously and within randomly-assigned subjects of similar 

socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds.169 The subjects, who had been randomly assigned to 

their respective groups, began showing increasing hostility towards the perceived oppositional 

group and proceeded to reinforce their opposition by coalescing around identarian markers, in 

accordance to standard in-group/out-group formations.170 Instances of such in-group formation 

have been identified and replicated, and can be observed beyond just human relations. For 

example, chimpanzees – a significantly less cooperative species than humans – have been 

observed coalescing by forming groups utilizing hunting for the purpose of facilitating bonds.171 

 The seeming spontaneity and ease with which the subjects of the study began adhering to 

us/them dichotomies suggests a quite ironic and seemingly paradoxical aspect of cooperation. 

Namely, cooperation between one group and the facilitation of cooperation often produces a 

negative effect of us/them dichotomies whereby within-group formation often leads to an 

extension whereby groups define themselves against other groups. Thus, much of what 

constitutes within-group-cooperation is heavily tied to, and perhaps inseparable from, defining 

one’s group in opposition to another. Such dichotomies and identifications, self-directed or 

extended outwards not only appear to be spontaneous but also become increasingly moralistic to 

increase their salience. The reason for this seems to be that the moralizing content increases 

salience which then produces even stronger within-group bonding.  
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This can be viewed in a myriad of dimensions, but notable to the discussion herein is the 

subsequent interplay between us/them dichotomizing and the moralism that makes it so salient. 

The focus on moralism for the purposes of explaining the “us versus them” dichotomy is crucial 

in understanding why the “us/them” dichotomy produces such vivid and genuine levels of 

emotions within respective groups. It is often the case, as has been shown, that when 

differentiating between out-groups, within-group members take on moralizing features, defining 

themselves in opposition to a perceived antagonistic group.172 Incidentally, this within-

group/out-group dichotomy is not only formed but is almost always calcified and encoded within 

highly-moralistic frameworks.173 

One increasingly accurate way of gauging the degree to which moralism helps induce 

salience of an issue can be accounted for through studies of how topics are circulated throughout 

social media. Researchers who studied the proliferation of polarizing political topics found a 

striking correlation between moralized content and subsequent diffusion within social media 

networks as it related to political topics. The researchers cited examples in which “diffusion of 

moralized content resulting from a process whereby moral and emotional expressions serve as 

information that influences people’s evaluations.”174 What researchers into moral contagion 

theories found is that the diffusion of content within the digital space is often correlated directly 

by the extent to which a moral dimension is added to that content.175 The more moralistic a piece 

of content was, containing emotionally-charged language various actors use in their content 
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heavily influences the distribution of such content, positing that for pieces of content to “go 

viral” they must utilize moral-emotional language.176  

The above examples such as the Robbers Cave experiment and other such studies are an 

accurate reflection of the spontaneous ways in which such dichotomies arise and are reinforced 

through cultural means. In the case of the Robbers Cave experiment, researchers not only studied 

such sentiments but reinforced them at various stages. It is worth noting then that some 

significant byproduct of the bonding mechanisms of within-group cohesion is the production of 

oppositional mechanisms that involve a large degree of moralizing. In short, for the operative 

properties within us/them dichotomizing to work with any notable salience as they do so often, a 

combination of preexisting cognitive modes and cultural conditions interact and serve as mutual 

reinforcers. As has been pointed out by cognitive scientists, because dichotomizing often 

includes a lot of moralizing and an activation of many different emotions, dichotomizing is 

intertwined with both cognitive and cultural elements.177  

How Antagonisms Take on Moralistic Sentiments 

 To understand how antagonisms unconsciously are often externalized towards groups to 

enhance within-group cooperation, it is helpful to think about the way in which moral cognition 

is intricately tied to the dichotomizing process, particularly the interplay between moral and 

visceral disgust.178 Because us/them dichotomizing is present in early stages of development, as 

indicated through a myriad of research, it is seems to be a natural byproduct that arises 
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177 Atran discusses at length the processes which intertwine cultural and cognitive processes that reinforce 

inner/outer group hostilities. Atran, p. 264. 
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spontaneously.179 Such dichotomizing seems to be not only spontaneous in terms of gaining 

salience in the minds of subjects, but also, malleable and arbitrary, dependent on many different 

social and cultural contexts.180 The process of us/them dichotomizing conjures up intense 

emotive states. These emotive states are facilitated further by moralizing language that invokes 

such vitriol in emotions.181 For example, within a neurophysiological context, oxytocin, long 

believed to be a sort of bonding hormone, does indeed bond groups together.182 The hormone is 

increased, for example, in instances of trust (within groups) and empathy, thus dubbing it the 

“love drug” in popular literature.183 However, the release of oxytocin is not necessarily a 

guarantee of a kind of prosocial altruism. Though oxytocin has demonstrably been shown to be 

involved in regulating bonding, oxytocin has also been shown to make subjects not care about 

the outcomes of perceived oppositional subjects.184 Thus, oxytocin produces bonding effects, but 

of a specific and parochial kind of altruism whereby increased altruism towards within-groups 

but not towards perceived out-groups.185  

On the opposite spectrum, visceral disgust is often used as a justification against 

perceived others and thus becomes part of the othering process. As Sapolsky discusses, the 

process of othering often involves essentializing, whereby clear and distinguished markers and  

perceived otherness are exaggerated.186 This is interesting because of how otherwise neutral 

cognitive properties – such as the role of the insula, which normally takes on the role of warning 

against rotten food, smells or tastes, is utilized for moralizing purposes.187 The insula itself, as 
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Sapolsky discussed, does not explicitly function as a social mechanism, but is invariably used in 

this way when a within-group member is coopted to further distinguish and demarcate perceived 

opposition.188 This phenomenon whereby cognitive mechanisms become byproducts in helping 

calcify us/them lines is illuminated upon by Haidt, whose work shows that processes of 

rationalizing moral sentiments are often a game of “catching up with affect” whereby the moral 

sentiment is established first through natural processes and calcified in group dynamics then 

justified on a post-hoc basis.189 At a collective level (or at least within-groups), rationalizing 

dominance of an in-group at the expense of an out-group works.190 Thus, these cognitive 

processes are heavily interwoven with how groups function collectively, with specific processes 

being internalized individually as justification for the dominance of one group against another 

(again, real or perceived).191 

It is important to consider the cognitive role in facilitating in/out group hostilities because 

it can account for how individual processes of dichotomizing often take on morally-charged 

atmospheres. Specifically, it is often the case that us/them dichotomizing takes the form of 

moralizing when in-group members describe aspects of out-groups. Though these sentiments are 

often arbitrary and thus almost always culturally determined, they most certainly and clearly 

involve both cognitive properties that are innate which in turn rely on the multitude of culture 

elements that help demarcate between us/them groups. Therefore, given the sheer amount of 

moralizing that is present in us/them dichotomizing, it may be intuitive to think of dichotomizing 

byproducts as tantamount to behaviors classed as moral since they take on such moralizing 

proportions. However, as this thesis contends, while these aspects of cooperation entail 

                                                           
188 Sapolsky, Behave, p. 398. 
189 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, pp. 76-79. 
190 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, p. 271. 
191 Haidt, The Righteous Mind, p. 272. 



67 
 

moralizing, the process of moralizing is distinct from behaviors that occupy morally-upright 

spaces. This is because moralizing simply attaches itself to moral sentiments by utilizing existing 

linguistic, cultural and social mores to define opposition. The result is not only a pronounced 

“them” or other, but also, a solidification of within-group cohesion. This is a crucial distinction 

and will help us understand the role that cultural structures play in bolstering within-group 

solidarity at the expense of an externalized out-group.  

Dichotomizing Present in Groups 

As reviewed above, one of the significant consequences of cooperation is the us/them 

dichotomy which tends to externalize perceived or real differences towards the other (again, real 

or imagined). This dichotomizing is often aided with moralized sentiments that provide a kind of 

feedback loop whereby cultural mores are sanctified in such a way as to attach meaning to 

perceived differences which therefore amplifies externalized sentiments. Therefore, however, as 

spontaneous as dichotomizing is naturally in individuals, it is virtually impossible to consider 

dichotomizing as a phenomenon without an attached idea or set of ideas that it can define for or 

against. Cultural structures in the form of institutions, traditions or religion often coalesce around 

illuminating us/them distinctions. Indeed, as Haidt has shown extensively, a significant aspect of 

morality is “rooted to social intuitions in the service of gluing individuals together to form 

‘sacred communities.’”192 Since all known human societies have had a form of religion, 

practices, rituals, etc. that produce such sacred communities and mores, it is not difficult to infer 

the large influence these institutions have on regulating individual moral systems as well as 

promoting adherence to staunch within-group identities.193 
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Although closed-knit social networks have served as a kind of leviathan to keep cohesion 

going via gossip and other such forms of social monitoring, their success often hinged on this 

kind of highly sacred ritualization that helps calcify their cohesion. However, because large-scale 

societies cannot have such monitoring in place given the number of anonymous individuals who 

live in such societies, freeriding becomes more difficult to monitor. The significant advantage 

that moralistic and prosocial religions have in mitigating the problem of potential free-riders is 

the omniscient deities and moralistic framework which serve as monitors for maintaining 

prosocial norms while deepening moralistic sentiments that already exist individually.194 Though 

tribal cultures and hunter-gatherer societies most certainly have a strong internal moral cohesion, 

religions within such cultures are often intermixed with their respective polity.195 Therefore, the 

inseparability of politics, religion and moral norms within such groups meant that relative 

monitoring was straight-forward and did not need a supernatural leviathan to curtail freeriding, 

as opposed to large-scale societies made up of anonymous citizens.  

While there are a myriad of ways in which a cultural structure might exacerbate and 

reinforce us/them dichotomizing, religious modes tend to be especially potent in producing 

salient forms of dichotomizing precisely because they intensify pre-existing cognitive 

dispositions by “sanctifying” the moral order that members are a part of.196 At its apex, 

amplifying phenomenon can be observed through the extensive moralizing effect big god 

religions have, which facilitate cooperation and “contribute to intergroup conflict” especially by 

utilizing the kind of moralism that produces totalizing moralistic sentiments.197 Beyond 
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establishing moralistic and omniscient deities that serve as a kind of supernatural monitor, 

cultural modes of cooperation deploy sanctifying rituals which necessitate hard-to-fake 

participation on individual group members. For the dichotomies to be salient, however, 

moralization occurs, via “the same metarepresentational cognitive capacities” whereby perceived 

supernatural agents retain and within-group cohesion “by sanctifying the actual order of mutual 

understandings and social relations as the only morally and cosmically possible one.”198 In other 

words, morally-charged associations are heavily tied within group cooperation but also serve to 

bolster such within-group identification.  

It is at this stage that we can understand why dichotomizing takes on such morally-

charged dimensions and why morally-laden language often reinforces this process. Because 

dichotomies have been shown to have a significant effect in facilitating cooperation and hard-to-

fake commitments, these cultural modes facilitate strong bonds within-groups, which in turn feed 

upon externalization of others to further solidify said social bonds. Thus, given the preexisting 

range emotive states needed for within-group bonding to occur at the level it does, moralizing 

language and a pronounced othering of groups reinforces lines demarcating within-group 

members against out-groups. Of course, such rigid lines of differences are virtually arbitrary and 

depend entirely on context-specific identifications.199  

For example, one rather peculiar and relentless consequence of dichotomizing that is 

present within highly religious contexts (i.e., most of the world), is the distrust of atheists.200 This 

example is interesting in that it is consistent, yet a bit peculiar on the surface. As studies have 
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consistently shown, distrust of atheists is especially high among more religious societies.201 As 

researchers have pointed out, anti-atheist bias is peculiar because atheists tend to be “individually 

inconspicuous and collectively inconsequential” yet activate quite strong perceptions among 

highly-religious groups.202 Anti-atheist prejudice is an illuminating key to understanding the 

visceral identifications that moralistic religions amplify at the service of within-group members. 

The hypothesis stemmed from this phenomenon is that distrust of atheists (or anyone who is 

perceived as not adhering to sacred shared values) is strong within highly-religious contexts 

because it activates perceptions associated with freeriding. Indeed, within recent counter-cultural 

contexts, a study of communes vindicated this hypothesis when it found that religious communes 

were far more successful than secular communes especially when “costly requirements and 

commitments” were required from members.203 Thus, when considering that all known human 

societies have had significant ritualizing and hard-to-fake participation associated with group 

identity, we can see how atheists awaken such alarm bells within highly-religious people’s 

perceptions.204  

As studies have shown, anti-atheist prejudice is salient because the concept of atheism 

among some highly-religious contexts activates an innate propensity to sense unfairness and 

potentially freeriding (or the perception thereof, however false).205 Of course, the important 

distinction here is not just the innate sense of fairness or lack thereof that the brain recognizes 

but how this cognitive mode is dependent on highly-specific cultural contexts, which direct such 

properties in the aid of producing us/them distinctions. Within religious contexts, whereby 
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us/them distinctions are not only present but sanctified, such sentiments of distrust are alerted by 

the presence of atheists.206 Indeed, the reasons given by participants in these surveys hinder upon 

sentiments of “distrust.”207 For example, researchers who studied anti-atheist sentiments found 

that “atheists who are culturally similar are trusted less” than outgroups that are religiously, 

linguistically, and ethnically different.”208 Such studies concluded the peculiarity of anti-atheist 

sentiment was as follows: unlike other forms of prejudices, anti-atheist prejudice did not activate 

“disgust” alarms but rather conjured sentiments of untrustworthiness.209  

 So far, we have established the following consequences of within-group cooperation. 

First, in-group cooperation forms dichotomies by inducing us/them-ing through cognitive 

byproducts. These cognitive byproducts are enhanced through the usage of moralizing language. 

Subsequently, moralizing language gains salience through hacking culturally-sanitized mores, 

thus, enhancing salience of moralizing language. To this end, hive minds and cultural structures 

which essentially calcify moralistic sentiments achieve a clear way in which these phenomena 

produce us/them dichotomizing. As Haidt points out in his discussion of group minds, there is a 

significant element of multilevel selection present in these socio-cognitive processes whereby 

“social sentiments exist to help groups with their ‘inter-social’ relationships” on one stage, then 

allows individuals within the group to feel “part of a whole.”210   

Conclusion: Paradox of Dichotomizing 

 In this chapter, I have examined some of the ways in which dichotomizing is a byproduct 

of cooperation. The beginning of the chapter examined how dichotomizing functions cognitively, 
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activating processes such as disgust, distrust and other such negative connotations which are then 

associated with perceived out-groups. These cognitive sentiments are often moralized, whereby 

individuals belonging to one group not only create arbitrary boundaries that define within-group 

members from out-group members, but also have the effect of attaching moral significance to 

perceived differences. Further, I discussed the significant role that cultural norms play in 

directing naturally existing sentiments by demarcating around sacred boundaries. 

Having recounted some of the explanations of the us/them dichotomizing phenomenon, it 

is obvious that there is a bit of a paradox laden in this phenomenon. Namely, there appears to be 

an inseparable relation between cooperation, the mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and the 

mutual reinforcement these two phenomena have on individuals within groups. That there exists 

some strong connection between cooperation and subsequent othering that is often a contributor 

to cooperation is highly unfortunate and troubling because it suggests cooperation almost 

invariably produces some lingering externalization which in turn solidifies existing bonds. While 

this conclusion is a bit tautological, the research suggests some mutually-reinforcing elements 

between strong social cohesion and increased hostility towards perceived out-groups. However, 

this need not be the case. As has been extensively addressed by cognitive philosophers, it is 

precisely the seemingly arbitrary and highly contextual nature of perceptions and cognitive 

properties that allows humans to be malleable in any direction. And because it is arbitrary, it 

suggests some malleability that might make it possible to reconcile or regulate such 

dichotomizing so as to mitigate prejudice. In the next and final chapter, I will discuss ways in 

which cultural instruction could mitigate the scope of “us/them” distinctions. 
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Chapter 5: The Role of Institutions in Perpetuating Cooperation 

 In the previous chapter, I explored an unfortunate byproduct of cooperation, namely the 

us/them dichotomizing and its pernicious effects creating tension and facilitating conflict. 

Consequently, the fourth chapter ended on a bleak note, whereby it seemed apparent that us/them 

dichotomizing is not only inherent within cognitive domains but also reproduced within cultural 

norms. In this conclusionary chapter, I would like to discuss how these us/them dichotomies can 

be mitigated utilizing institutional frameworks that facilitate cooperation more broadly. To do so, 

I will draw upon selected works from political philosophy that tried to incorporate an account of 

human nature within an institutional framework in such a way as to facilitate perpetual 

cooperation. A consideration of how social institutions could facilitate and perpetuate 

cooperation is important because such institutions can be organized in a way that incorporates 

what we know about the abstract principles of cooperation, therefore culminating in increased 

enfranchisement of individuals within groups while mitigating the phenomenon of out-group 

dichotomizing. This is especially true when such institutional frameworks are guided by 

humanistic ends, as I will show in the coming chapter. 

To help examine the roles of institutions in facilitating cooperation and expanding upon it 

where it naturally exists, I will review historical literature within political philosophy whereby 

various thinkers supplemented their account of human nature with prescriptions for how to 

perpetuate cooperation thereof. Specifically, I will engage with the modern works of Immanuel 

Kant and Thomas Hobbes, respectfully as well as the works of Aristotle and Plato. Though 

nearly all of these thinkers had similar conclusions about the end goal of the state (with the 

exception of Hobbes, as I will review below), the commonality that combines them demonstrates 

the importance major political philosophers placed on developing an understanding of human 
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nature at an abstract level utilizing the science of their day, then combining it with an 

institutional framework that could account for human nature and perpetuate cooperation. This is 

not an unimportant task because, as has been shown, the role of institutional frameworks and 

other such cultural mechanisms can drastically modulate behaviors towards more cooperative 

ends while mitigating undesirable natural processes, such as us/them dichotomizing. We can 

recall, for example, the infamous case of a baboon troop that had functionally changed its 

“natural” social organization towards a more equitable one following an unfortunate incident.211 

In light of examples such as this, despite the seemingly fixed aspects bestowed upon by nature, 

there is no such guaranteed form of social organization that follows from fixed traits because 

such forms of social organization are subject to a myriad of complex phenomena that informs 

their organization. The implication here for the unfortunate phenomenon of us/them 

dichotomizing is that groups can expand their moral horizons and mitigate us/them 

dichotomizing precisely because minds seem to be malleable enough to constantly renegotiate 

and redefine lines of us/them distinctions.212  

Other studies also point to how sophisticated political thought can facilitate the natural 

propensity to cooperate while mitigating us/them dichotomizing through institutional 

frameworks. For example, within the previously mentioned dilemma of anti-atheist prejudice, 

researchers found that stronger institutions can drastically mitigate hostility towards atheists. In 

other words, secular rule of law can mitigate such hostilities.213 If studies such as Norenzayan’s 

considerable work into anti-atheist prejudice show that an inherent aspect of cooperation 

produces an unfavorable byproduct in the us/them dichotomizing, then studies such as the one 
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cited above show the role institutional means can serve in facilitating cooperation and eroding 

differences that manifest from within-group cooperation. In other words, the study of 

cooperation itself necessitates a complimentary political framework that enhances the 

prosociality laden in cooperation but mitigates tribalism within that process and it is precisely for 

this reason that a consideration of how political philosophers have accounted for materialist 

understandings of human nature alongside humanistic ends is useful for this discussion of how 

cooperation could be enhanced and perpetuated within a humanistic framework.  

Considerations of Political Philosophy on Understanding Cooperation 

Because all the phenomena relating to cooperation are interrelated and depend entirely 

upon each other to exist, there is a systematic way in which they can be understood. Thus, having 

focused on the scientific research into cooperation over the course of the chapter, I would like to 

focus on the role of political theory and its role in untangling the complexities established thereof 

and examining them from a systematic perspective, i.e., towards a consideration of the role 

political philosophy might have in helping to bring clarity to this complex topic while 

formulating a system for prolonged cooperation.  

A consideration of the role of political philosophy is of significance here for many 

reasons. One of the main reasons is the historical dialogue that has taken place over millennia in 

which major thinkers spent considerable efforts in reflecting upon some of the puzzles discussed 

over the course of the thesis and providing the structural frameworks meant at enhancing these 

cooperative aspects of human nature. Therefore, invariably there is much to be learned from 

engaging with such historical and philosophic analyses of institutional frameworks and their 

relation to cooperation. Indeed, many researchers around these discussions have pointed towards 
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political philosophers’ frameworks as a guiding mechanism for their own research.214 Secondly, 

and in light of the rich historical debates within political philosophy on the nature of cooperation, 

there is an element whereby political theory not only discusses cooperation but proposes a way 

in which cooperation can be enhanced and perpetuated within a complex institutional 

framework. This is important as well, because while a scientific inquiry into cooperation may 

yield factually significant results, analyzed alone and in isolation of a guiding philosophy, it runs 

the danger of reducing human experience towards the view posited by scientism. Thus, a third 

reason we might want to consider the historical literature in political philosophy on the question 

of cooperation is that such considerations may help mitigate against the rampant scientism laden 

in purely scientific analyses of natural phenomena and its relation to human social organization.  

Scientism is problematic for a few reasons, but most notably, its reductionist approach to 

the human experience as something reducible to mere quantifiable bits of data becomes morally 

hazardous as it runs the risk of viewing individuals as malleable machines rather than 

autonomous individuals.215 Subsequently, given the topic on cooperation that has encompassed 

most of this thesis, it would be of interest to discuss not only the natural properties of 

cooperation and its consequences, but also, institutional processes that might facilitate 

cooperation without resorting to crude reductionism. Therefore, in this next section of this 

chapter, we will examine how political philosophers of the past reconciled highly-materialist 

accounts of human nature and situated them within broadly humanistic aspirations.  
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As we reviewed in the second chapter, this tradition in political philosophy of accounting 

for cooperation and human nature within a highly-systematized approach dates back thousands 

of years during antiquity. However, I would like to begin with Immanuel Kant’s lesser-read 

political writings for a few reasons.216 First, it is useful and important to remember Kant’s 

account of the matter regarding rights, reason and their respective role in the consideration of 

cultural currents that existed during the Enlightenment.217 That is, Kant’s political thought with 

regards to institutions and their role in facilitating cooperation is important precisely because it 

was a response to and therefore heavily-influenced by Enlightenment-era currents, where the 

primacy of empiricism over scholasticism and questions regarding the role of traditional 

institutions had been entangled within the spirit of the era. Incidentally, Kant’s entire project was 

an extension of the spirit of the Enlightenment. Consequently, much of which had been an 

attempt at extending a concept of individual rights derived from revolutionary findings within 

the scientific domain.218 Therefore, not unlike many of his contemporaries, Kant was well-read 

in both the traditional philosophic tradition and had a keen interest in the natural sciences and 

their potential for informing how human well-being could flourish.219 Because Kant’s 

philosophic orientation had tended towards the rationalist tradition and despite having been 

infamously affected by Hume’s criticism of the rationalist tradition, Kant’s epistemology and 

metaphysics were nonetheless informed heavily by currents in natural philosophy.220 In other 

words, Kant has come to encompass the ideals of the Enlightenment and utilized his highly-

technical understanding of human nature to address more humanistic ends.  
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Understanding Kant’s political thought rests upon understanding his thoughts on 

metaphysics, epistemology and its relation to moral and political philosophy. Much of Kant’s 

epistemic and metaphysical arguments were mostly a response to Hume’s criticism of the 

rationalist tradition’s insistence that certain kinds of knowledge can be understood independent 

of sense experience. Although Kant agreed with Hume on a substantial amount of his criticism of 

the rationalist tradition, Kant nonetheless argued that some a priori judgements can indeed be 

learned independent from sense experience.221 This is because Kant thought that such a priori 

knowledge could be derived independently from sense experience (thus demonstrating, for Kant, 

that epistemic judgments, such as our experience of space, time, etc., are accessed innately).222 In 

other words, Kant’s epistemology and relatedly, his metaphysics, reasserted an idea that in 

relation to a priori aspects of cognitive judgments, the mind is able to derive relations between 

objects because such cognitive properties necessarily conform with the properties of the 

intelligible world.223 Consequently, for Kant, there were staunch limitations on what was 

knowable precisely because aspects of the intelligible world are not fully accessible to our 

cognitive modes of knowing.224 

Despite the highly-technical nature of Kant’s writing, within his political framework, 

Kant established a staunch coherence, whereby his conclusions about the nature and limitations 

of epistemic knowledge and the possibility of metaphysics thereof, related heavily to his theory 
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of moral and political philosophy. For Kant, our innate ability to derive limited facts about the 

intelligible world meant that we are, by nature, reasoning beings.225 However, our knowledge, 

for Kant, is necessarily limited because certain properties of the intelligible world are 

inaccessible to our cognitive judgments. Nonetheless, Kant showed that despite such cognitive 

limitations, humans had an innate reasoning capacity. Thus, having shown that the faculties 

related to reason are necessary and our relation to understanding the world (to the extent that this 

is possible, for Kant) is further contingent upon such reasoning capacities, Kant placed the 

primacy on reason for determining right actions (i.e., actions considered within a categorical 

imperative) versus actions that deviate from natural processes (i.e., hypothetical imperatives). As 

such, for Kant, all actions lending towards the categorical imperative are actions which conform 

to universal laws as they are intelligible to us.226 If for Kant humans are primarily reasoning 

beings who can make rationally-based decisions, then it followed that reasoning beings are 

autonomous and command agency. Thus, for Kant, there was an extensive concern about the 

moral hazard of reducing individuals to mere objects, sans the agency that their reasoning 

capacity afforded them.227 That is, Kant developed a moral framework based on his epistemic 

convictions and therefore anchored his political framework in a moral philosophy that sought to 

maximize human agency within the framework of respect for autonomy, with nearly axiomatic 

precision.228  

To be clear, Kant was not merely discussing advancing individual capacity for agency 

and autonomy.229 Rather, Kant had a kind of perpetual peace in mind, with an end goal of a 
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broad, global cooperation grounded in a universalist project that broadened the idea of autonomy 

more broadly.230 Kant’s project was therefore as much an inquiry into human nature as it was 

part of a self-emancipatory project that was an extension of the Enlightenment and his arguments 

rested on the assumption that because certain specific cognitive capacities existed within the 

species, they ought to be “fully developed only in the species but not in the individual.”231 One 

of his chief concerns, which Kant chalked up to being inherently part of nature was the 

competing individualistic dichotomies which he noted represented the “antagonism within 

society, in so far as this antagonism becomes in the long run the cause of a law-governed social 

order,” or what he specifically called the “unsocial sociability.”232  

Kant’s predecessors in the Enlightenment had echoed similar sentiments about such 

competing sentiments. As Norenzayan notes, quoting David Hume directly, Hume had saw the 

difficulty in bringing together large-scale cooperation, writing: 

“Two neighbors may agree to drain a meadow, which they possess in common; because it is easy 

for them to know each other’s mind; and each must perceive, that the immediate consequence of 

his failing his art, is, the abandoning the whole project. But is very difficult, and indeed impossible, 

that a thousand persons should agree in any such action; it being difficult for them to correct so 

complicated a design, and still more difficult for them to execute it; while each seeks a pretext to 

free himself of the trouble and expense, and would lay the whole burden on others.”233 

Concerns regarding the quoted passage by Hume as well as the ones echoed later by Kant 

regarding the uncooperative aspects of large-scale societies were grounded in a naturalistic 

                                                           
230 Kant, Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose. p. 42. 
231 Kant, Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose, p. 42. 
232 Kant, Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose, p. 44. 
233 Norenzayan quoting Hume; this no surprise, as Norenzayan in his book on large-scale cooperation understands 

the difficulty of organizing cooperation at such a magnitude requires factors beyond (excerpt taken from Hume’s 

Treatise on Human Nature), Norenzayan, Big Gods, p. 125. 
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understanding of human nature. Nonetheless, their attempted prescriptions for achieving 

cooperative ends utilized a humanistic framework. Thus, the end goal of such intellectual 

inquiries was not merely examining natural phenomena but rather instituting a set of social 

mechanisms that would help facilitate humanistic ends in light of such scientific discoveries. 

What is clear is that many such philosophers held scientifically-oriented materialist accounts, 

whenever possible, to explain properties of cognition and other elements of human nature. 

However, nearly all left room for how institutional mechanisms can inform prosociality more 

broadly, ostensibly understanding that given any range of behavioral possibilities, any set 

consistent with greater cooperation and prosocial traits rested on the institutional framework that 

existed.  

The end goal for Kant was to incorporate scientific discoveries made during the 

Enlightenment with the emancipatory spirit that had also been produced during the 

Enlightenment. Thus, Kant serves as a kind of warning against rampant reductionism and 

potential dogmatism that tends to accompany the previously-mentioned scientism.  Though, as 

discussed in the second chapter, cooperative equilibriums occur naturally over time, it cannot be 

the case that all such equilibriums are inherently just, stable or permanent. For example, we 

might imagine a society whereby an equilibrium consists of domination of weaker beings by 

stronger beings and social decorum is marred by hierarchy. In such a society, there would be 

little room for improving cooperation and the well-being of citizens. If we take a Kantian 

framework, the task of society at large is to transcend tribalism towards a broader prosociality, in 

order to accord the organizational processes of the world towards a more humanistic orientation. 

 We can contrast Kant’s humanistic endeavors as being markedly different from Hobbes’. 

Interestingly, Kant’s political framework in On the Relationship of Theory to Practice in 
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Political Right was in direct opposition to Hobbes’ political framework.234 If we recall, for 

example, Hobbes’ framework, like Kant’s, takes influence from a mechanistic view of the world, 

having established it on the basis of inferences regarding the state of human nature in an attempt 

to determine what kinds of institutional mechanisms would be needed to facilitate cooperation.235  

However, unlike Kant and other Enlightenment-era philosophers, Hobbes’ construct of the state 

is that it is and ought to be necessarily coercive as a way to mitigate what Hobbes viewed as the 

natural consequence of the state of human nature.236 Hobbes’ approach to facilitating cooperation 

stemmed from a pessimistic and egotistic outlook about human nature in the so-called state of 

nature.237 Insofar as moral concerns or what role an institutional apparatus might play in the 

facilitation of cooperation, Hobbes’ approach was marred by reaction.  

Indeed, for Hobbes, because morals followed from his metaphysics of necessity, so too 

did people operate in terms of immediate necessity, writing: “…And the science of them, in the 

true and only moral philosophy. For moral philosophy is nothing else but the science of what is 

good and evil in the conversation and society of mankind.”238 To contrast this, Kant remarked on 

Hobbes’ justification for the then-existing mode of social organization as marred by a series of 

reactions. And whereas Hobbes’ concern left a kind of paradoxical freedom within a state of 

unfreedom (i.e., freedom from the tyranny of fellow citizens but not from an unaccountable 

monarch), Kant’s project looked towards not only perpetual cooperation but also towards 

maximizing human dignity. Therefore, despite their seemingly-similar frameworks (i.e., both 

                                                           
234 Kant, On the Relationship of Theory to Practice in Political Right. p. 84.  
235 Though, Hobbes’ philosophy is often described as belonging to the empiricist tradition, though he devised a 

mechanistic framework by which it operated. Nonetheless, like Hobbes, Kant’s systematic approach to philosophy 

was grounded in a materialist framework as is indicative of Hobbes’ introduction to his work in Leviathan. Hobbes, 

pp. 18-19. 
236 Reiss, p 10. 
237 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 82. 
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adhered to mechanistic frameworks as the essence of their philosophies) both had completely 

opposite conclusions with regards to the end state of cooperation. For Hobbes, cooperation was 

merely a mechanical framework insured by a neutral arbiter; for Kant, cooperation was a 

prerequisite for a more comprehensive kind of soulcraft.239 Indeed, reacting to Hobbes, Kant 

wrote: “According to him [Hobbes], the head of the state has no contractual obligations towards 

the people; he can do no injustice to a citizen, but may act towards him as he pleases. This 

proposition is quite terrifying.”240  

Classical Accounts of Cooperation and Facilitation of Prosociality 

So far, we have discussed contrasting views of the role of political theory in facilitating 

cooperation on the scientific basis. Though many modern philosophers had endeavored the same 

project of articulating a system within a broader understanding of human nature, I contrasted the 

views of Hobbes and Kant to illustrate the stark contrasts in guiding principles that can be 

inferred even with a materialist account of cooperation; this can be best illustrated through the 

juxtaposition between Hobbes’ purely reactive conclusions and Kant’s proactive and humanistic 

conclusions – both of which were derived in light of what was understood from science in their 

respective eras. 

Going back even prior to Hobbes within an antiquated framework, we see again the same 

questions regarding large-scale cooperation emerge, with the same kinds of considerations given 

to human nature, institutional frameworks and their relation to facilitating cooperation more 

broadly. Aristotle, particularly known for his empiricist orientation, had similarly constructed 

such a framework that considered inclinations of human nature within the context of facilitating 
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cooperation within a complex city-state. Of course, within the classical context, the concept of 

philosophy was inseparable from the idea of defining a good life and so it is no surprise that 

Aristotle’s political theory contained elements of his own philosophic prescripts (i.e., virtue 

always as a mean between excess and defect).241 Therefore, starting with the Socratic revolution, 

philosophers of antiquity concerned themselves with not only facilitating cooperation, but doing 

so in a way that incorporated state-building and perpetuation of cooperation alongside facilitating 

virtue among citizenry. 

Aristotle, for example, had established that what constituted a good life was determined 

by the ability of the city-state’s organizing principle to cultivate such virtuous aspects. Though 

an empiricist, Aristotle determined that humankind is, essentially, a “political animal,” always 

dependent upon the political institutions to foster sociability.242 Aristotle’s views and concerns 

regarding the lack of sociability and moral and political hazard laden in societies that do not 

facilitate prosociality and cooperation extended well into his thought about social organization. 

For example, Aristotle warned that in the cases whereby there is a great divergence among 

citizenry whether it is access to material goods or distribution thereof, city-states were bound to 

either collapse or turn towards more aggressive forms of tyrannies. Specifically, with regards to 

distribution, Aristotle wrote, “now in all cities there are three parts of the city, the every well off, 

the very poor, and third, those in the middle between these. Since, however, it is agreed that what 

is moderate and middling is best, it is evident that in the case of the goods of fortune as well a 

middling possession is the best of all.”243 Beyond establishing a philosophy to determine the best 

                                                           
241 Aristotle’s “Politics,” specifically Book IV extensively discusses the mean between different types of elements 

found in city-states, from types of regimes, organization of social and economic classes, to distribution of wealth, 

determining that mean is most preferable for stability. Aristotle, “Politics.” The University of Chicago Press, 
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approach for social organization, Aristotle left room for the role civic education might have in 

facilitating engagement, thus demonstrating the importance that each aspect – from civic to 

interpersonal – has in retaining and perpetuating a broad based cooperation.244 

Shortly before Aristotle had laid out his foundational texts on how to facilitate naturally 

occurring cooperation, Plato had constructed a similar project. Though there are stark differences 

between Platonic and Aristotelian thoughts (specifically, Aristotle’s rejection of Plato’s forms in 

favor of a more empiricist approach to determining metaphysics), both had constructed their 

political frameworks with a focus not only on structural stability but also on cultivating 

cooperation with civic virtue in mind. Thus, Plato’s Republic, though considered to be his 

magnum opus in political theory is primarily a treatise of moral instruction. Subsequently, 

Plato’s aim in writing the Republic was to systematically institute a way to facilitate collective 

prosociality based on Plato’s epistemology, metaphysics and moral philosophy. In doing so, 

Plato hypothesizes that in an ideal society corresponding classes would be matched with their 

respective soul-type (Plato’s discussion of soul-types can be regarded as an early account of 

cognitive states). 

Fittingly, and not by accident, Plato’s political philosophy and subsequent consideration 

of cooperation was anchored in the question of “what is justice?” As such, not unlike the elegant 

system-building that we reviewed in Kant, Plato’s political and social considerations were not 

just concerned with providing a materialist explanation of cooperation. This is crucial because 

though Plato thought that there can be fleeting instances of justice within any given society, an 

essentially just society can best be cultivated when justice and virtue are taught to the citizenry 

(thus, by creating a just polity, perhaps Justice can be identified). In such a hypothetical society, 
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for Plato, not only would cooperation be facilitated through institutional stability, but 

furthermore, each citizen would also flourish within their respective society as appropriate to 

their soul-type, amounting to a harmony within a city-state and its citizens.245 It is only then, for 

Plato, that justice can be accounted for, writing: “it turns out that this doing one’s work – 

provided that it comes to be in a certain way – is justice.”246  

Implication for Cooperation 

 Within this chapter, in responding to the conclusions of the previous chapter, I have 

shown how various political philosophers with drastically different empirical conclusions have 

considered the role social institutions have in fostering cooperation. Further, I have shown that 

even when accounting for materialist understandings of how cooperation is produced within 

nature, any consideration of the material causes of cooperation requires a grounding within an 

institutional framework so that cooperation could be reproduced. Thus, these philosophical 

considerations are particularly illuminating when considered alongside the reviewed literature on 

cooperation precisely because they accounted for the empirical data available to them and 

incorporated said data in order to determine how to maximize virtue within citizenry such that 

they could mitigate the unfortunate byproduct of social organization (i.e., dichotomizing and 

instability). Indeed, to show how such considerations can help in producing good effects of 

cooperation (i.e., increased solidarity) while mitigating against rampant us/them distinctions, 

researchers have pointed to how levels of prejudice could be decreased when secular rule of law 

is introduced.247 Of course, this is not without its costs. As Norenzayan points out extensively, 

echoing concerns regarding the fragility of complex systems articulated by philosophers, such 

                                                           
245 Plato, Republic, section 400b. 
246 Plato, Republic, section 433b. 
247 Norenzayan, et al. “Secular Rule of Law Erodes Believers’ Intolerance of Atheists.” p. 11. 
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institutions that produce cooperation are not uncostly: they are often “costly, fragile, and need 

constant fine-tuning and upkeep.”248 

Conclusion 

To recap briefly, we have so far discussed three major topics. In the beginning of the 

thesis, we covered how cooperation is a natural phenomenon which is foundational to the 

species’ existence. This cooperative aspect is foundational both functionally (i.e., in how it 

manifests in cultural institutions) and innate (i.e., the cognitive properties that facilitate and allow 

such cultural properties to exist). We have also discussed how such cooperation that exists within 

a large-scale and complex society rests upon cultural and cognitive functions which operate 

concomitantly with one another. Consequently, the third major topic we discussed was the 

seemingly-ironic byproduct of cooperation, namely, within-group/out-group dichotomizing. 

Consequently, because this thesis has primarily been a discussion concerning the principles of 

behavioral phenomena of cooperation, its causes and other such associations, we also covered 

the malleability of such prosocial traits and the bewilderingly complex factors that said traits 

operate in. As has been stated earlier in this thesis, for any given specific cognitive mode, innate 

or otherwise, there are a myriad of factors that constitute a greater context which renders such 

phenomena observable. Because these natural processes exist within such a complex dynamism, 

no single trait, no matter how innately situated, is completely immutable. An exploration of 

extensive malleability despite seemingly genetic programming was briefly reviewed in the 

second chapter, but expanded upon in the fourth, whereby it was shown that us/them dichotomies 

are almost always contextual, and therefore, arbitrary. From these conclusions, we have reached 
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the final chapter, which examines the role institutional frameworks can play in expanding upon 

cooperative elements in the species while mitigating effects of us/them dichotomies.  

Consequently, I concluded the chapter with a review of selected political philosophers 

and the importance of grounding materialist accounts of human nature within a humanistic 

framework. That is, an understanding of the role institutions anchored in a humanistic framework 

can have in facilitating and perpetuating cooperation is every bit important a task as determining 

the foundational aspects of cooperation more abstractly. Thus, with this conclusionary chapter, I 

hope to have shown that though contemporary society places a primacy on increasingly-detailed 

accounts of cooperation, it is nonetheless important to incorporate and ground such information 

within humanistic pretenses. Doing so can be the basis for the establishment of a self-

perpetuating form of cooperation. 
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