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Abstract
History is full of violence and oppression within and between groups, and although group conflicts enhance within-group coop-

eration (mediated by oxytocin, which promotes parochial altruism) the hierarchy within groups ensures that spoils accrue very

unevenly. Darwin suggested, and we now know, that sexual selection is as powerful as selection by mortality, and the main pur-

pose of survival is reproduction. Male reproductive skew is greater than that among females in all societies, but the difference

became much greater after the hunting-gathering era, and the rise of so-called “civilization” was everywhere a process of pred-

atory expansion, producing kingdoms and empires where top males achieved astounding heights of reproductive success. This

was shown by historical and ethnographic data now strongly confirmed by genomic science. Psychological research confirms

that group identity, out-group stigmatization, leadership characterized by charisma, the will to power, narcissism, sociopathy,

and cruelty, and followership characterized by hypnotic obedience, loss of individuality, and cruelty are integral parts of

human nature. We can thank at least ten or twelve millennia of microevolutionary processes such as those described above,

all more prominent in males than females. Followers in wars have faced a difficult risk-benefit analysis, but if they survived

and won they too could increase their reproductive success through the rape and other sexual exploitation that have accompa-

nied almost all wars. For modern leaders, social monogamy and contraception have separated autocracy from reproductive suc-

cess, but only partly, and current worldwide autocratic trends still depend on the evolved will to power, obedience, and cruelty.
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Introduction
“History is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake.”

So James Joyce has his character Stephen Daedalus—an
obvious stand-in for the author—say early in Ulysses (Joyce,
1934). The context is a conversation at an elite Dublin boys’
school between Stephen and the old headmaster, Mr. Deasy, a
pompous dogmatist who disdains his young colleague’s
freedom of thought. What immediately precedes the quote is
an antisemitic tirade by the old man, complete with the usual
tropes—the Jews run and ruin England, their usury undermines
the world, and the ever popular, “They have sinned against the
light… And you can see darkness in their eyes. And that is why
they are wanderers on the earth to this day.”

Stephen boldly replies, “Who has not?”Mr. Deasy asks what
he means, which after a pause elicits the “history is a night-
mare” remark. It is morning recess, and so, “From the playfield
the boys raised a shout.” Mr. Deasy says,

“—The ways of the Creator are not our ways…All human history
moves toward one great goal: The manifestation of God.”

“Stephen jerked his thumb toward the window, saying,
“—That is God.
“—What? Mr. Deasy asked.
“Hooray! Ay! Whrrwee!
“—A shout in the street” (Joyce, 1934, pp. 34–35).

Perhaps Stephen and Joyce behind him were thinking
about a mot of the Duke of Wellington’s, often paraphrased
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as, “The Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of
Eton.” That is, the games at elite English schools prepared
their boys to beat Napoleon. Ironically, Mr. Deasy loves
England, and Stephen warily supports Irish independence;
both are listening to parallel contesting cries in Dublin,
which Stephen, shrugging his shoulders, calls God. It has
been well said that all wars are boyish. In the same chat,
the tedious old man berates women: a woman brought sin
into the world, another caused the Trojan War, others tore
down Ireland’s great leaders.

Nowhere does the lust of men contending to control
women figure in the old man’s model—for instance, the
Greeks’ willingness to sacrifice thousands of lives and burn
a great city as payback for a willing woman’s adultery. The
Iliad’s opening line, smashing into the epic with “the wrath
of Achilles,” refers to his rage over having a favorite young
slave woman, Briseis, taken from him by King Agamemon;
the two men’s obstinacy halts the seige and nearly allows a
Trojan victory—despite the fact that Achilles’ true love is
his male companion Patroclus, on whose funeral pyre he
slits the throats of twelve Trojan boys. The great men’s lust
for war predates the seige, as King Agamemnon sacrifices
his own daughter, on her wedding day, to the goddess
Artemis, for a breeze to carry the Greek fleet to Troy
(Euripides, 1978). It seems that one altar was as serviceable
as another. Not for nothing did Simone Weil, the
French-Jewish philosopher and anti-fascist activist, call The
Iliad “the Poem of Force” (Weil, 2006).

The conversation with Mr. Deasy takes half an hour of the day
in June, 1904, in which Joyce depicts the wanderings around
Dublin of one Jew, Leopold Bloom, who has Stephen’s fond if
ironic admiration; he is married to Molly, a fading but still color-
ful Irish flower who has her “Poddy” firmly in hand. Through
these and other characters and encounters, Joyce depicts his
beloved, detested Dublin, its absurd humanity, society, and
culture, a microcosm of the world.

And the conversation is a microcosm of the microcosm, con-
taining three of the main themes of the neodarwinian paradigm
in behavior: the boyishness of raucous games that becomes the
boyishness of war; the definition of a feared “other,” contempt
for whom can unify the side; and male derision of “evil”women
as the men deny their own lust, the power it gives women over
them, and the nightmarish destruction that their attempts to
control women wreak upon the the world.

ThoughUlysses (evoking the Greek wanderer-hero) takes place
in 1904, near the dawn of a new century, Joyce actually began
publishing it serially in March 1918, the last year of what was
to its contemporaries an unimaginably destructive World War
(Ellman, 1982). He published the book version the year the Irish
Free State was formed, 1922. Possibly, the boys whose shouts
Stephen equated with God had grown up to win Irish indepen-
dence, just as the boys of Eton once grew up to defeat Napoleon.

Joyce had begun work on the book in 1914, but soon moved
his family to Zürich, out of harm’s way, writing as the war gorged
itself on the young men of Europe. So, a setting in 1904, yes, but a
writing process—comic as the novel often is—steeped in the full

knowledge of what the new century would bring (Ellman, 1982).
Yet the Great War would be eclipsed in scope and ferocity by the
Second World War that Joyce did not live to see.

I will offer my evolutionary perspective on all this, but first I
should disclose that I was born in 1946; that my parents,
although themselves American-born, told me that my concep-
tion had been postponed until the closing of the gas chambers;
that I was named for a favorite nephew of my mother’s who had
been killed as the co-pilot of a B-25 bomber in 1943; that I grew
up in an Orthodox Brooklyn synagogue where some congre-
gants had tatooed numbers on their forearms; and that I
studied world history for two years in high school with a bril-
liant teacher who inspired me to think about human beings as
the units of history in much the way atoms and molecules are
the units of chemistry and biology.

I was always biologically inclined, and by high school grad-
uation I had formed the goal of knowing everything there was to
know about the science of human nature. I did not realize that
this at the time was not a very ambitious goal. But as readers
of this journal know, it is now a goal that no one person can
aspire to. Having at this writing just passed my 75th birthday,
I am arrogant enough to suppose that in writing and teaching
I have made a small contribution to this change. Certainly,
from my first book (Konner, 2002) to my most recent paper
(Konner, 2021), I have pursued that high school goal.
However, as of today, history is still a nightmare, and I am
still trying to awake from it.

Darwin’s Two Minds
Lucretius and other ancient writers believed that species
changed over time, but the process came later: “Animals
engage in a struggle for existence; for resources, to avoid
being eaten, and to breed. Environmental factors influence
organisms to develop new characteristics to ensure survival
… thus transforming into new species. Animals that survive
to breed can pass on their characteristics to offspring”—thus
the 9th-century Baghdad philosopher Al-Jahiz (Masood,
2009). Charles Darwin and Alfred Russell Wallace jointly pre-
sented their version, natural selection, to the Royal Society of
London in 1858, but it was identified with Darwin after his
book the following year (Darwin, 1859/1872/1958).

He had postponed the publication for decades, partly due to
its potential negative religious impact, but he tried to rise to the
challenges in closing: “Psychology will be securely based on…
the acquirement of each mental power and capacity by grada-
tion. Much light will be thrown on the origin of man and his
history.” And he ended with, “from the war of nature, from
famine and death, the most exalted object of which we are
capable of conceiving, namely, the production of the higher
animals, directly follows. There is grandeur in this view of
life, with its several powers, having been breathed by the
Creator into a few forms or into one; and that, whilst this
planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of
gravity, endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful
have been, and are being, evolved” (pp. 415–416).
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But his tone was more triumphalist in an 1838 notebook entry:
“Origin of man now proved. He who understands baboon would
do more towards metaphysics than Locke” (Darwin, 1987). And
he had been thinking of something other than grandeur when he
wrote to botanist J.D. Hooker, “What a book a Devil’s chaplain
might write on the clumsy, wasteful, blundering low and horribly
cruel works of nature!” (Darwin, 1856). The phrases “Struggle for
existence,” “Nature red in tooth and claw,” and “Survival of the
fittest” were actually not popularized by Darwin but by biologist
Thomas Huxley, poet Alfred Lord Tennyson, and sociologist
Herbert Spencer, respectively.

However, they were consistent with what Darwin privately
thought. He had been an avid hunter and butterfly collector
while in college at Cambridge and was no stranger to nature’s
deadly spectacles. His years gathering specimens and observing
wild creatures worldwide as The Beagle’s official naturalist did
not show him only grandeur, despite the grand logic that arose
from his observations. For decades after, he went out into the
garden of his lovely Kent country home and in its sunlit lab
pursued his glorious obsessions, one of which focused on
how carnivorous plants eat insects. There was something
nasty as well as beautiful about evolution.

Yet he rejected the “Social Darwinism” proposed in his
name and routinely used to justify empire (“the White Man’s
Burden”), poverty, and the eugenics programs spreading
throughout the world. He separated scientific logic and moral
choice, writing in The Descent of Man, and Selection in
Relation to Sex (Darwin, 1981),

With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon eliminated;
and those that survive commonly exhibit a vigorous state of
health. We civilised men, on the other hand, do our utmost to
check the process of elimination; we build asylums for the imbe-
cile, the maimed, and the sick; we institute poor-laws; and our
medical men exert their utmost skill to save the life of every
one to the last moment. There is reason to believe that vaccina-
tion has preserved thousands, who from a weak constitution
would formerly have succumbed to small-pox. Thus the weak
members of civilised societies propagate their kind … but
excepting in the case of man himself, hardly any one is so igno-
rant as to allow his worst animals to breed. The aid we feel
impelled to give to the helpless is mainly an incidental result
of the instinct of sympathy, which was originally acquired as
part of the social instincts, but subsequently rendered … more
tender and more widely diffused (p. 168).

But he goes on,

Nor could we check our sympathy, even at the urging of hard
reason, without deterioration in the noblest part of our nature.
The surgeon may harden himself whilst performing an opera-
tion, for he knows that he is acting for the good of his patient;
but if we were intentionally to neglect the weak and helpless,
it could only be for a contingent benefit, with an overwhelming
present evil. We must therefore bear the undoubtedly bad effects
of the weak surviving and propagating their kind (pp. 168–169).

He speculates that lower marriage rates among the poor might
have a mitigating effect, but is still set against eugenic policies.

Contrast this with what his scientist-cousin Francis Galton
wrote two decades later: “It has now become a serious necessity
to better the breed of the human race. The average citizen is too
base for the every day work of modern civilization” (Pearson,
1930). This sentiment and the eugenics movement it epitomized
spread to the United States, as in the Supreme Court opinion
penned by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes in Buck v. Bell
(1927), upholding a Virginia law ordering the sterilization of
Carrie Buck, one of about 70,000 forced sterilizations in the U.S.

In Germany, a 1920 book by a leading jurist and a leading psy-
chiatrist, Allowing the Destruction of Life Unworthy of Life, advo-
cated euthanasia for the disabled (Binding &Hoche, 1975), and in
1923, a health director in Zwickau wrote to the German Minister
of the Interior urging eugenic sterilization (Chorover, 1979):
“What we racial hygienists promote is not at all new or unheard
of. In a cultured nation of the first order, the United States of
America, that which we strive toward was introduced and tested
long ago” (p. 98). The skeptical interior minister became con-
vinced. Through the legal and judicial example set by the
United States, eugenics became government policy in Weimar
Germany a decade before the Nazis came to power.

Thus we can draw a fairly straight historical line from late
19th century British eugenics—a “Darwinian” model that
Darwin rejected on moral grounds—to the mass murders of
World War II, which were in essence a eugenic public health
program (Kevles, 1985; Proctor, 1988). Although Darwin and
Abraham Lincoln were born on the same day, there is no evi-
dence that either mentioned the other, but Darwin was a
staunch abolitionist. Yet through no fault of his own, he bene-
fited all his life, as did his career—from the voyage of The
Beagle to his late writings quoting far-flung observers—by
living it in the seat of an empire on which the sun never set,
an empire justified with Darwin’s writings.

War and Violence in the Dream of History
War and violence have been inherent in human experience not
just in recorded history but deep into the archeological past
(Keeley, 1996; LeBlanc & Register, 2003). Keeley used the
term “interpretive pacifications” (p. 20) to characterize archeo-
logical excavations that ignored fortifications of settlements and
other clear evidence of warfare, including violent deaths. More
recently, introducing the four-volume Cambridge World
History of Violence (Dwyer & Damousi, 2020b), the editors
state, “Violence played a prominent role in the lives of all
peoples across time and space from inter-state, organized
warfare to everyday violence between individuals” (Dwyer &
Damousi, 2020a, p. 2/loc. 453).

These authors avoid other broad generalizations, but Steven
Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature summarized the evi-
dence that violent deaths have declined throughout history, on
time scales from decades to millennia, with data including
homicide, rape, other assaults, battle deaths, and more
(Pinker, 2011). Pinker’s book was a data-driven extension of
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decades of work by German sociologist Norbert Elias, culmi-
nating in The Civilizing Process (Elias, 1994). It seemed per-
verse for them to cap the horrifically violent twentieth century
with this documentation of progress, but consider the denomi-
nator. Even the World Wars left violent deaths at historically
low rates against the background of an exploding population;
in absolute numbers, yes, unprecedented violence, but in rela-
tive numbers, relative peace.

Pinker explains this decline by: the replacement of bands and
tribes by empires and nation-states with their Hobbesian
demand for order; The Enlightenment, with its values of cosmo-
politanism and reason not tied to a religion but universal in
intent; commerce, making states more dependent on each
other; and what he calls feminization—I would say womaniza-
tion: greater influence of women on male pyramids of power. I
would add, lengthening lifespan. A twenty-something man had
a lot less life ahead to lose in the pre-modern world than the
same-age man today, so his risk-benefit ratio was different.
Also, in recent centuries, democratization has mattered, since
democracies (particularly mature, consolidated ones) are less
likely go to war with each other (Altman et al., 2020; Hegre,
2014; Hegre et al., 2019).

Behind History
Where Pinker goes beyond the evidence is in extrapolating
backward beyond the transition to agriculture—or at least
beyond the densely settled hunter-gatherer life that preceded
agriculture by two millennia—to a long phase of evolution in
our environments of evolutionary adaptedness (EEAs), which
he sees as the most violent of all. Although there is ample evi-
dence of violence in the preagricultural human fossil record
(Bae et al., 2015; Beier et al., 2020; Bruner et al., 2017;
Kranioti et al., 2019), with at least one gruesome group massa-
cre at Nataruk, Kenya (Lahr et al., 2016), and although one esti-
mate based on a large sample suggested that cranial trauma was
as common in Upper Paleolithic peoples as in Mesolithic or
Neolithic ones (Beier et al., 2020), most of the violence is inter-
preted as intragroup rather than intergroup fighting.

But archeological evidence shows an increase in group vio-
lence with the emergence of agriculture both in the Old and
New Worlds (Ferguson, 2013; Lambert, 2002). The hunting-
gathering era culminated in many places with around two thou-
sand years (ky) of sedentary settlements, which may have
increased the need to defend resources. Humans are considered
the most cooperative of species, and some theorists have attrib-
uted this to continual intergroup violence during the hunting-
gathering era (Bowles, 2009, 2012; Bowles & Gintis, 2011).
Sarah Hrdy attributes exceptional human cooperation to our
being the only cooperative breeders among the Old World
higher primates (Hrdy, 2009; Hrdy & Burkart, 2020). Hrdy’s
explanation would seem to raise more favorable prospects for
the human future than that of Bowles and Gintis, which sug-
gests that to be truly cooperative, we need collective enemies,
but these are not mutually exclusive explanations.

The fossil record, despite its deep history of human violence,
is too sparse to effectively compare rates of violence in the pre-
agricultural versus the agricultural era. Studies of recent hunter-
gatherers (RHGs) have methodological problems of their own,
but they support the widespread occurrence of interindividual
violence while at the same time suggesting a lower (though
cross-culturally variable) level of intergroup violence (Fry,
2013; Fry & Soderberg, 2013; Lee, 2018).

Turning to comparative primatology, chimpanzees (Pan
troglodytes) commonly display violence, including killing of
conspecifics (Wilson et al., 2014). The perpetrators are over-
whelmingly males who cooperate (remarkably well for a rela-
tively non-cooperative species) in killing victims in orderly
ambushes. The killings are adaptive (most victims are male,
leaving females for the killers to mate with), are not explained
by human impact, and result in territorial expansion (Mitani
et al., 2010). Less commonly, females may kill the infants of
other females (Arcadi & Wrangham, 1999), but competitive
infanticide by males is well known in many primates and
other species (Hausfater & Hrdy, 1984; Hrdy, 1974, 1976), as
is male use of force to coerce females into sex (Muller &
Wrangham, 2009; Smuts & Smuts, 1993).

These patterns paint a dire picture of the origins of human vio-
lence (Wrangham & Peterson, 1996), and have led to Richard
Wrangham’s theory that human cooperation (much greater than
that of chimps, while our level of violence is lower) resulted
from “self-taming,” in which proto-human males ganged up on
the most violent among them and killed them (Wrangham,
2019). This process of deliberate negative selection (which has
been seen in RHGs) is thought to have been systematic enough
to have made us tamer than chimpanzees, who are posited to
resemble our last common ancestor (LCA).

Unfortunately for simplicity, another ape species is exactly as
related to us as chimps are: bonobos (Pan paniscus). Despite
similar cognitive abilities and social complexity, they are nothing
like chimps in their level of aggression, have different patterns of
sexual behavior (including female same-sex relationships), and
are far more cooperative than chimps (Gruber & Clay, 2016;
Hare &Yamamoto, 2017). This seems largely due to female dom-
inance over males, who are no match for bonobo females’ cooper-
ative alliances, partly based on oxytocin- (OT-) mediated sex
(Moscovice et al., 2019). Yet even the less OT-mediated male-
female sex is more social and even tender (including face-to-face
copulation) than the chimp pattern of male physical dominance.
Remarkably, bonobo females support their parturient comrades
during labor and delivery (Demuru et al., 2018). This has long
been considered a near-universal human trait, seen in RHGs
(Konner & Shostak, 1987) and central to some theories of
human evolution (Rosenberg&Trevathan, 2002, 2018), including
Hrdy’smodel of the evolution of cooperation (Hrdy, 2009;Hrdy&
Burkart, 2020).

When I mentioned many years ago to my mentor, primatol-
ogist Irven DeVore, that we needed more genetic and neurobi-
ological information to help decide which of our two closest
relatives we most resemble, he replied that we just have to
look at human behavior to see that we are more like chimps.
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This is certainly true for violence and male dominance over
females for most of history. However, we resemble bonobos
in our general cooperativeness, in our less coercive dominance
of males over females (certainly among RHGs), and in the more
social nature of our sexual encounters.

When the bonobo genome was sequenced and the three
could be compared (Pruefer et al., 2012), hopes were raised
for a behavior-genetic answer. Despite our equal quantitative
relatedness to each species, more than 3% of the human
genome was found to be more closely related to either the chim-
panzee or the bonobo genome than these are to each other.
Human ancestors split from the line leading to both around 6
million years ago (mya), while they separated from each other
only around 1–2 mya. Controversy continues about what fea-
tures of the three species’ behavior were present in the LCA.
At stake is whether the old “killer ape” version of human evo-
lution has validity—a more chimp-like LCA, with bonobos
diverging behaviorally.

Studies of regional gene expression in the three species’
brains (Khrameeva et al., 2020) as well as gene-based neuroan-
atomical differences (Staes et al., 2019) are making progress.
James Rilling’s group, in the first-ever comparison of chimp
and bonobo brains using diffusion tensor imaging (Rilling
et al., 2012), found “that bonobos have more gray matter in
brain regions involved in perceiving distress in both oneself
and others, including the right dorsal amygdala and right ante-
rior insula” as well as “a larger pathway linking the amygdala
with the ventral anterior cingulate cortex … implicated in
both top-down control of aggressive impulses as well as
bottom-up biases against harming others. We suggest that this
neural system not only supports increased empathic sensitivity
in bonobos, but also behaviors like sex and play that serve to
dissipate tension, thereby limiting distress and anxiety to
levels conducive with prosocial behavior” (p. 369).

Specific neurogenomic data—for example, three-way com-
parisons of the structure of receptors for OT, vasopressin, sero-
tonin, and dopamine (Staes et al., 2021)—as well as detailed
neural microanatomical comparisons in socioemotional circuits
(Issa et al., 2019) are emerging. Studies comparing wild foxes
with foxes bred for 50 generations to be tame reveal regionally
specific brain gene expression differences that may point to new
investigations of chimpanzees, bonobos, and humans
(Rosenfeld et al., 2019).

Despite the violence in our deep evolutionary prehistory
(Orschiedt, 2020), there may have been a new form of violence
late in the process: “Sites like Nataruk, at Lake Turkana, Kenya,
and Jebel Sahaba in Sudan seem to indicate a new dimension in
intra-human violence. These sites present the first conflicts of a
larger scale at the end of the Palaeolithic” (Orschiedt, p. 75/loc.
2598). As noted, RHGs show variable but often low levels of
intergroup violence (Fry & Soderberg, 2013; Lee, 2018), and
the archeological record shows an increase in various parts of
the world associated with agriculture (Ferguson, 2013;
Lambert, 2002), although there are problems with all these data.

Some horticultural and pastoral societies engaged in contin-
ual raiding, ambush, headhunting, and battles or preparation for

those activities (Chagnon, 1968; Knauft, 1985; Koch, 1974;
Rosaldo, 1980); some were organizations for predatory expan-
sion (Kelly, 1985; Sahlins, 1961). Massive battles on an unprec-
edented scale, drawing soldiers from a wide geographic range,
became possible in the Neolithic (Jantzen et al., 2011; Meyer
et al., 2015). We might say that if hunter-gatherers had lower
levels of organized violence it was more because they were
less organized than because they were less violent.

As for the claim of decreasing violence with the rise of what we
call “civilization,” these instances of Pax Romana-equivalents
worldwide all followedperiods of predatory expansion through con-
quest, and required quotidian structural violence ranging from
slavery to human sacrifice. The myth that the Indus Valley process
was an exception to this generalization is false (Cork, 2005;
Green). Karl Marx wrote that capital comes into the world “soiled
with mire from head to toe and oozing blood from every pore”
(Marx, 1883).1 Whether or not this is true of capital, “civilization”
literally arose from the mire of flooded fertile soil streaked with
the blood of conquered people. Men killed weaker men and seized
women for sexual abuse, or enslaved both. Hereditary aristocracies
with standing armies allied with merchant and priestly classes. All
were coalitions—conspiracies—of men. Whatever the rates of
violent deaths under “civilizations” corrected for the size of the
whole species, all were empires that had perfected organized vio-
lence on a new scale. But their ultimate logic was neither political,
economic, nor religious. It was a product of evolution by natural
selection.

On the Nature of Cooperation, Conflict,
Authority, and Cruelty
Human beings become exceptionally cooperative when at war
(Collins, 1993; Coser, 1956) or in childhood group conflicts
(Majolo & Marechal, 2017); even OT, a hormone and neuro-
transmitter for cooperation, functions to intensify in-group
cooperation while increasing hostility to the out-group, a phe-
nomenon known as parochial altruism (De Dreu et al., 2012).
(Recall that dominant bonobo female coalitions are partly
based on OT-mediated same-sex encounters; perhaps their out-
group is males?) But long before OT’s role was discovered,
there was much relevant research.

The classic “Robbers Cave” experiment randomized
11-year-old boys in a summer camp to two competing teams.
Within days, sportsmanship gave way to name-calling and
demeaning of the out-group; in a week or two, abusive stereotypes
crystallized (Sherif et al., 1961), consistent with the boyishness of
war. Many experiments with adults showed that bias is easily fos-
tered against arbitrarily created groups. Frustrating people or low-
ering their self-esteem worsens such prejudices (Robinson &
Tajfel, 1997). Women are susceptible, but less so than men.

Melissa McDonald’s group reviewed research supporting
their “Male Warrior Hypothesis.” Men are more ethnocentric
and xenophobic, more likely to dehumanize members of out-
groups (calling them animals), and more willing to make sacri-
fices to punish them. Across many cultures, men show more
social dominance, preference for hierarchy, embrace of the flag
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or colors, and group-based identity. In war games, intergroup con-
flict is more easily triggered in men, who more often make unpro-
voked preemptive strikes. Men but not women support war more
strongly when primed with an attractive person of the other sex.
Male hostilities are also primed by out-group males, the “out-
group male target” effect (McDonald et al., 2012; Muñoz-Reyes
et al., 2020). All this was consistent with what Lionel Tiger had
shown decades earlier about the dynamics of all-male groups
(Tiger, 1969). And, since violence is inherently unpredictable
(Konner, 2015a), in-groups must be ready.

But the nightmare of history also demanded studies of author-
ity. Stanley Milgram showed that the great majority of people of
either sex will obey an authority figure in a white coat who
orders them to punish unknown others with what they believe
are dangerous electric shocks (Milgram, 1963; Milgram, 1974).
Philip Zimbardo and his colleagues showed that when college-age
men were randomly assigned to be inmates or guards in a mock-
prison experiment, about half of those assigned to either group—
with encouragement from the experimenters—took on the roles in
disturbingly realistic ways, including brutality by the guards.

Subsequent replications showed, not surprisingly, that the
type of authority exerted and the subjects’ identification with
that authority contributes to the behavioral outcomes in
Milgram—(Burger, 2009, 2014; Doliński et al., 2017; Haslam
et al., 2014) and Zimbardo-type studies (Reicher & Haslam,
2006; Zimbardo, 2006). These refinements make neither
study less relevant to real-world human cruelty.

As reported, “my partial replication of Milgram’s procedure
suggests that average Americans react to this laboratory situa-
tion today much the way they did 45 years ago” (Burger,
2009, p. 9); “in spite of the many years which have passed
since the original Milgram experiments, the proportion of
people submitting themselves to the authority of the experi-
menter remains very high” (Doliński, p. 931); and “the way
that a mere simulated prison environment generated degrading
and abusive behavior and strong emotional reactions, so rapidly
and dramatically, among normal, healthy college students who
were randomly assigned to their roles, continues to serve as an
important lesson about exactly how powerful and destructive
these dynamics can become” (Zimbardo & Haney, 2020,
p. 402).

Critics of Milgram and Zimbardo say “that individuals’ will-
ingness to follow authorities is conditional on identification
with the authority in question and an associated belief that the
authority is right” (Haslam & Reicher, 2012, p. 1), which
does not in the least weaken the relevance of these studies to
the human nature and history of tyranny and cruelty.

But how did these all-too-human characteristics evolve?

“A Few Words about What I Have Called
Sexual Selection”
Thus, in The Origin of Species, Darwin introduced a new idea
that would equal or eclipse survival in his and others’ descrip-
tions of evolution (Darwin, 1859/1872/1958): “This depends,

not on a struggle for existence, but on a struggle between the
males for possession of the females; the result is not death to
the unsuccessful competitor, but few or no offspring. Sexual
selection is, therefore, less rigorous than natural selection.
Generally, the most vigorous males … will leave most
progeny… A hornless stag or spurless cock would have a
poor chance of leaving offspring” (pp. 74–75).

He might have said “no chance,” since in fact it is not less
rigorous; leaving no offspring is the functional equivalent of
dying before breeding age—worse, perhaps, since the pre-
reproductive individual might before its death have consumed
considerable parental investment, now wasted. Darwin again:

Sexual selection by always allowing the victor to breed might
surely give indomitable courage, length to the spur, and strength
to the wing to strike in the spurred leg, as well as the brutal cock-
fighter, who knows well that he can improve his breed by careful
selection of the best cocks. How low in the scale of nature this
law of battle descends, I know not; male alligators have been
described as fighting, bellowing, and whirling round … for
the possession of the females; male salmons have been seen
fighting all day long; male stag-beetles often bear wounds
from the huge mandibles of other males. The war is, perhaps,
severest between the males of polygamous animals, and these
seem oftenest provided with special weapons. The males of car-
nivorous animals are already well armed; though to them and to
others, special means of defense may be given through means of
sexual selection, as the mane to the lion, the shoulder-pad to the
boar, and the hooked jaw to the male salmon; for the shield may
be as important for victory, as the sword or spear (p. 75).

Much of this language would be unacceptable now, but the
essence endures: Males often differ from females in their weap-
onry, a product of countless generations of male conflict over
females, making the sexes diverge. He calls the lion’s mane a
shield, when it is also a display of beauty. But he gives
beauty its due: “Amongst birds, the contest is often of a more
peaceful character. …

There is the severest rivalry between the males of many species
to attract, by singing, the females. … Birds of paradise, and
some others, congregate; and successive males display their gor-
geous plumage and perform strange antics before the females,
which standing by as spectators, at last choose the most attrac-
tive partner. … If man can in a short time give elegant carriage
and beauty to his bantams … I can see no good reason to doubt
that female birds, by selecting, during thousands of generations,
the most melodious or beautiful males … might produce a
marked effect (p. 75).

This is an antidote to the sexist language about conflict and
weaponry, balancing it with a theory of female aesthetic
choices, well established today (Prum, 2017). Here the
(usually) male breeders on farms Darwin observed were
replaced by females among wild animals (especially birds),
who became the breeders shaping endless generations of males.
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Darwin’s book expanding his original “few words” (Darwin,
1981) documented the process throughout the animal world.
But it would take another century before more neutral language
was used: “Where one sex invests considerably more than the
other, members of the latter will compete … to mate with
members of the former” (Trivers, 1972, p. 173). Thus sexual
selection applies equally to birds like the cassowary, phalarope,
and jacana, where females are larger, more colorful, and more
aggressive than males, mating with multiple males who do
the parental care (Emlen & Wrege, 2004a, 2004b; Judson,
2013; Moore, 2007; Safari & Goymann, 2020). Such reversals
(Janicke et al., 2016) are the exceptions that prove the rule: the
sex that invests less in the care of offspring will fight for and/or
be chosen by the other.

In humans, beauty plays a role in both sexes’mating choices,
but human biology dictates a low ceiling on women’s reproduc-
tion, while some of their male counterparts—actors like Warren
Beatty and Charlie Sheen, musicians like Mick Jagger and Gene
Simmons, sports stars like Wilt Chamberlain and Dennis
Rodman—credibly claim to have had sex with thousands of
women. Peacock-like beauty in displays has also been sought
by chiefs, dukes, kings, and emperors, not to mention the daz-
zling uniforms of military leaders. But in human history
weapons and force are the essence of sexual selection.
Women described as beautiful are fought over by men in The
Iliad, The Bible, The Mahabharata, and other texts of many cul-
tures; all involve powerful men’s use of force to accumulate
women and subdue or destroy lesser men.

Since men, like viruses, lack their own reproductive machin-
ery, they must succeed by controlling the reproductive capacity
of others, which is why so much of history is about men’s
control of uteruses—those of their sisters, daughters, wives,
concubines, and slaves. This was true of men exchanging
women in small-scale societies (Lévi-Strauss, 1969), of the
Taliban who at this writing have just retaken control of
Afghanistan, and of Texas state legislators controlling wombs
with ever-more-coercive laws.

Sexual Selection and the Descent of Men
Laura Betzig’s landmark book, Despotism and Human
Reproduction, changed permanently how I and many others
think about the nightmare of history (Betzig, 1986). Taking seri-
ously the Bible’s King Solomon, who reportedly had 700 wives
and 300 concubines, Betzig showed that kings, emperors, and
other despots around the world throughout history had up to hun-
dreds of wives and concubines and hundreds of children. Lesser
versions of these privileges accrued to the rulers’ close male
allies in hereditary political and military hierarchies. These are
just the official unions producing children with formal status,
and do not count the large numbers resulting from matings
between such men and unrecognized, often coerced women.

Since there was no reason to believe that sex ratios were nat-
urally skewed in these kingdoms, every additional sexual partner
used or abused by these men left a lower-ranking man without a
mate. These much more numerous men became sword-and-spear

fodder and sensibly took the risk of joining the king’s army rather
than that of punishment for avoiding it; in addition, if they were
lucky enough to survive and win, they could mate on the losing
side. This was sexual selection with a vengeance.

Betzig’s idea, fielded in the 1980s, has received decisive
support, much of it from unexpected directions. DNA analysis
by Tatiana Zerjal’s group showed that about sixteen million
men alive today—including one of every twelve central Asian
males—have a Y-chromosome haplotype suggesting that they
are descendants of one man who lived around the time of
polygynist-conqueror Genghis Khan, whose sons and grand-
sons had similar habits and power (Wen et al., 2019; Zerjal
et al., 2003). That man could have been Genghis Khan
himself, although other, earlier males have been proposed. At
least ten other men left very large genetic legacies among
Asian pastoral peoples (Balaresque et al., 2015), known as
“star clusters”. Two thirds of the men in Western Kazakhstan
are descended from one man who corresponds in historical
time to the founder of their clan (Zhabagin et al., 2021).

This phenomenon was not restricted to one part of the world.
As shown by Laoise Moore and her colleagues in 2006, roughly
the same proportion—about 8 percent—of Irish men today
share a haplotype traceable to one man who lived more than a
thousand years ago, probably a chieftain in an era of relentlessly
warring tribes and fiefdoms in Ireland and Britain (Moore et al.,
2006). Similar findings pertain to Bronze Age Europe (Batini &
Jobling, 2017). And the oldest population in Ecuador is
descended from male Incan invaders who lived centuries ago
(Di Corcia et al., 2021).

As Walter Scheidel shows in his review of genetic studies
(this issue), populations throughout the world have much
more male than female foreign ancestry (Scheidel, 2022). The
“Genghis Khan” model applies generally, although often not
one but many conquering males were involved. Populations
spreading out of Asian steppes carried out male-biased popula-
tion replacement affecting descendant gene pools from Britain
through Europe and South Asia to Siberia. In each of these
locales, Y-chromosomes of today are much more dominated
by the genetic signatures of ancient invaders than is the case
for autosomal or mitochondrial DNA, reflecting respectively a
gender-balanced or female-biased ancestry, both of which con-
tinued to respresent the local invaded peoples.

In Britain, Y-chromosomes of invaders replaced up to 90%
of the genetic legacy of local males (Olalde et al., 2018), and
similar findings apply in Iberia (Olalde et al., 2019), the Indus
Valley (Goldberg et al., 2017; Silva et al., 2017), and elsewhere
in Europe and Central Asia (Narasimhan et al., 2019). Mestizo
populations in Mexico heavily lean toward male Spanish and
female Native American ancestry (Martínez-Cortés et al.,
2012, 2013). Due to the brutal biases of slavery, the 19% of
European ancestry in African-Americans is 90% male, but
only 5% female (Bryc et al., 2015). Yet the skewing toward
male European ancestry is much greater in Latin Americans
of African descent (Micheletti et al., 2020).2

Thousands of years earlier, reproductive skew favored some
males over others on a major scale with the rise of agriculture.
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In addition to the Out-of-Africa genetic bottleneck, there was “a
second strong bottleneck in Y-chromosome lineages dating to
the last 10 ky … caused by cultural changes affecting variance
of reproductive success among males” (Karmin et al., 2015,
p. 1). The timing of the bottleneck—a smaller number of
males fathering more and more children—is consistent with
Neolithic population expansions, increased inequality, and
war as predatory expansion. But even in a small-scale horticul-
tural society like the Yanomamo of highland Venezuela, men
who committed homicide had more children and grandchildren
than men who did not (Chagnon, 1988).

Betzig has continued her research (Betzig, 2012), showing
that “in every one of the six pristine civilizations—in
Mesopotamia, Egypt, India, China, Mexico, and Peru—emper-
ors collected hundreds of women and had hundreds of children”
(p. 312). Although having nothing like the reproductive oppor-
tunities of males in imperial elites, men in herding and garden-
ing societies have substantially greater variance in reproductive
success (RS) than women. There is an impact of male status on
RS even in hunter-gatherers (von Rueden & Jaeggi, 2016), but
the variance in status and the absolute value of the variance in
RS are modest compared to other kinds of societies (Betzig,
2012; Smith et al., 2010). The second Y-chromosome bottle-
neck, associated with the Neolithic, confirms in genomic
history Betzig’s anthropological generalizations (Karmin
et al., 2015; Zeng et al., 2018).

For millennia those Y chromosomes passed through the uter-
uses of millions of women, many of whom did not freely
consent; nor did millions of deprived, bereft, and slaughtered
fathers, brothers, husbands, and suitors of those women, whose
fruitless genes died with them. Not just in Asia, Ireland, and
Ecuador but worldwide, men bear the genes and to some extent
the inclinations of those who in a millennial past killed men and
seized women more or less at will. We still deal with the genetic
legacy of the males who gained most. Many millions of powerless
men alive today are probably contaminated with the narcissism,
bullying, misogyny, and violence in that legacy.

War as Sexual Selection
As ecologist Bobbi Low said, war is a kind of runaway sexual
selection (Low, 2000, p. 217), and not just for the men high in
the military hierarchy. We often rightly lament the fate of
women consigned to be 2nd or nth wives or concubines of pow-
erful men, but those women have a chance to reproduce. For
each of them there is a man who is denied that chance entirely,
living in frustration or dying in war.

Wars have always been partly about women, in at least four
different ways. (1) Men have to shield their wives and daughters
from being seized or raped by a raiding party or conquering
force and retaliate to preserve their honor. (2) Those same
men want to seize and rape women of fallen enemies. (3)
Rival groups exchange women, but if a marriage sealing a
peace between two groups fails, war resumes. (Anthropologist
Mervyn Meggitt quoted the Mae Enga, tribal warriors of high-
land New Guinea, as saying, “We marry the people we fight”

(Meggitt, 1977, p. 194). (4) For surviving conquerers, war
brings reputation and spoils that enable a man to marry and
mate better back at home.

Almost all known wars have involved rape, although histo-
rians have been strangely reticent on the subject, treating it as an
incidental by-product of mass violence aimed at other purposes
(Heineman, 2011; Nordås & Cohen, 2021). Recent studies of
neglected documents have presented rape in a different light.
For the ancient world, Kathleen Gaca writes, “The violent sub-
jugation of women and girls through sexual assault and torment
has been an integral and important part of Western warfare over
the two millennia from the Bronze Age to late antiquity.” This
extends from the time of the Trojan War and the biblical Book
of Judges well into the Christian era. Even when the stated goal
was to seize lands and mines, “the objective of taking captive
girls and women as subaltern wives, concubines, prostitutes,
and slaves remains central” (Gaca, 2011, p. 87).

In Britain and Ireland between 800 and 1,200 C.E. (a time of
Scandinavian invaders as well as local tribes and chiefdoms
warring amongst themselves), David Wyatt found that the
abduction and subjugation of women, including violent rape,
was a nobleman’s badge of honor, and even common farmers
could have female slaves and concubines (Wyatt, 2009). To
earn and keep a place in the hierarchy, a man had to control
“the procreative capabilities of a daughter, a sister, a female
kinswoman or servant. … Men of all social levels would
aspire to female accumulation” (Wyatt, p. 132), abbots and
bishops included. So central was this process that the Irish
word for “female slave,” cumal, was a unit of value, equal to
three ounces of silver, eight or ten cows, or defined acreage;
no standard of value was similarly equated to male slaves. In
a twelfth-century chronicle a Danish king instructs his soldiers
to plunder England and “cut the throat (regardless of pity) all of
the male sex who might fall into their hands, preserve the
females for gratification of their lust” (Wyatt, p. 143).

Wyatt sees a parallel to the Mursi, herder-warriors of
southwest Ethiopia. The pattern also resembles that of the
Nuer, Sudanese pastoralists, who had an efficient organiza-
tion for predatory expansion at the expense of their weaker
Dinka neighbors (Kelly, 1985; Sahlins, 1961). Yet the
Nuer were not organized in chiefdoms, as in medieval
Britain and Ireland, where leaders controlled the sex lives
of their underlings in peacetime but preferred to direct
young men’s lust outward, through war; the numerous illegit-
imate children of captured women grew up to be warriors and
wives or concubines. Church leaders sometimes preached
against these patterns but sometimes condoned or joined in
them (Wyatt, p. 263).

In the Crusades, capture and rape of women was common on
both sides (Wyatt, p. 124), despite official prohibitions and the
religious aims of both armies (Curry, 2011). European
Crusaders took women along as wives, servants, and prosti-
tutes; when the Islamic defenders captured them, they were
raped, ransomed, or both. Noblemen on both sides tried to reha-
bilitate higher-status women, but this was difficult; the women
violently raped abroad would, if ransomed, lose status at home
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(Friedman, 2002). Sex workers and other female servants
belonged to whichever men prevailed.

This sickening history was not a pure quest for male use of
wombs to reproduce. Men also at times raped men to humiliate
them and might mutilate or kill women while or after raping
them; neither of these war crimes boosted the victors’ RS, at
least not directly. In many empires young women were buried
with powerful men even in peacetime—a waste of wombs
seemingly inconsistent with sexual selection theory, yet still
sequestering uteruses: If I can’t have you, no man will.
Nothing in biology is 100%. But thanks to the
Y-chromosome reconstructions of history, we can no longer
doubt that all this war and conquest enhanced many men’s RS.

For the colonial era, the model has evident validity. Although
chattel slavery—the formal ownership of a person—was banned
throughout the British empire in the 1830s, sex trafficking and
sexual slavery continued and is numerically more prevalent
worldwide today than ever before in history (UNODC, 2021).
All wars up to the present day have led to widespread rape,
often including sexual slavery on a large scale. Jewish girls and
women were forced sex slaves for Nazi soldiers during World
War II (Hedgepeth & Saidel, 2010) and Korean and Chinese
girls and women were forced to serve as “comfort women” for
the Japanese military (Totani, 2011).

Soviet soldiers raped German women in large numbers, with
estimates ranging from tens of thousands to over a million, includ-
ing extreme gang rapes that killed the victims (Beevor, 2007).
Stalin declared rapes understandable and forgivable after the
Red Army’s long march to Germany. Estimates for American sol-
diers suggest that they raped “only” 11,000, but their army was a
fraction of the size of the Soviets’. Of the US servicemen, only a
few were punished, mainly African-Americans. “Fraternization”
was forbidden, but a U.S. field commander supposedly said,
“Copulation without conversation does not constitute fraterniza-
tion” (White, 2003, p. 98).

Through rape and “fraternization,” every occupying army
left fatherless children behind (Grossman, 2011).3 At least hun-
dreds of thousands of babies were sired by German troops in
occupied Europe. Allied troops fathered an estimated 66,000
children in Germany in the decade after the war, and many
others during it (Hohn, 2002). In the Pacific wars and occupa-
tions, including Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, American men
left an estimated 100,000 Amerasian children behind, most of
whom would be ostracized along with their raped or seduced
and abandoned mothers (Levi, 1993). For each of these
mothers, a man of her own country, culture, and ethnicity
would be killed or barren. The twentieth century was, propor-
tionately, the least violent century, but rape and other sexual
spoils accrued to the soldiers of all modern armies.

Recent wars show variation in rape frequency as a function
of whether the official stance is one of authorization, tolerance,
or prohibition (Nordås & Cohen, 2021; Wood, 2018). These
data will help lead to changes in international law that punish
countries and military organizations that take no measures
against sexual assault. But it is not reassuring that this literature
ignores evolution by sexual selection. A wide-ranging review of

civil wars between 1980 and 2009 showed that rape occurred in
most of them, and that levels of rape were not affected by the
presence of women combatants, some of whom participated
(Loken, 2016). As one historian concluded, “There have been
few conflicts where rape and sexualized violence have been
absent or effectively sanctioned” (Copelon, 2011, p. 232).
Rape is a feature of warfare, not a bug.

Recent History Challenges the Paradigm
Men ruling modern nation-states and empires do not amass
scores or hundreds of wives and concubines nor father hundreds
of children. Princes or chieftains in some places still do, but
leaders in developed nations do not. For one thing, the great
invention of the 19th century, the vulcanization of rubber,
allowed sex to be separated from reproduction, so even men
like John F. Kennedy, Bill Clinton and Donald Trump, who
spread their seed as best they could, did not leave large
numbers of offspring. This is not a problem for the theory,
since all it could have predicted was male sexual exploits in
high places; evolution could not anticipate a future in which
men’s much-sought-after sex did not father offspring.

That said, at least 16 US presidents from George Washington
onward are known or credibly suspected of having sexual rela-
tions outside of marriage with women who were typically their
subordinates, and a number fathered children with women they
owned (Smith, 2018). Men at the top in France have been sim-
ilarly inclined to exercise sexual freedom with women
(Garrigues, 2019). Despite attempts to crack down by Xi
Jinping, high officials in China in the past few years have had
numerous mistresses (Beach, 2015). Years after the #metoo
movement, which brought down many powerful men for
sexual harrassment or assault, Governor Andrew Cuomo of
New York was forced to resign after numerous credible accusa-
tions of harrassment, yet he resigned in a state of denial.

Despite this, and despite the great power men seek and have
over women, we have many modern cases of men who did not
take advantage of women. Richard Nixon, Jimmy Carter, and
Barack Obama, just as powerful as JFK, Bill Clinton, and
Donald Trump, apparently stayed socially and sexually monoga-
mous both leading up to and during their presidencies. But this
and other similar cases do not obviate the role of sexual selection.

First, as my mentor DeVore often said, sexual selection is a
theory of motivation. This took me some time to understand,
since it explains so much of what we observe in both non-
human and human behavior. Although it doesn’t in all cases
explain what men do in the sexual sphere when they attain
power, it still helps explain the strong motivation to seek
power, which throughout the human past has been associated,
for men, with expanded sexual opportunities. Such a motive,
deeply engrained in men’s nature, does not in every social, cul-
tural, or historical situation result in sexual exploitation, espe-
cially after a long history of social monogamy.

Second, there are multiple levels of explanation of behavior,
and these do not contradict each other (Konner, in press;
Tinbergen, 1963). A critic of sexual selection theory wrote
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that when teaching undergraduates, she shared some students
with E. O. Wilson (Ruti, 2015). The students would reportedly
say that sex is about reproduction, which she believed they
learned from Wilson. Her answers: “‘So, when you’re having
your 3 AM hookup at Winthrop House, are you trying to
produce a baby?’ ‘Why do you think so many American
women spend much of their lives on the pill, despite the
unpleasant side effects?’ ‘You don’t seriously think that two
gay men getting it on are hoping that a child will follow, do
you?’” This socratic reasoning is followed by a one-sentence
paragraph: “I rest my case” (Ruti, 2015, p. 90).

She has no case, but merely conflates levels of explanation,
revealing ignorance of how evolutionary explanations work.
The emotional or neurohormonal causes of the 3 AM hookup
no more preclude an evolutionary explanation than a hormonal
explanation of peacock courtship displays would. Natural selec-
tion could not prepare us for contraception, but women take
“the pill” because they want sex, and that motive results from
eons of reproductive advantage for those whose hormones (and
brains, and learning) made them want it. Gay men share many
evolved biobehavioral mechanisms with their heterosexual ances-
tors; natural selection did not impede their inclinations, either
because it can’t erase all human variation or because gay men
in the past achieved fitness in other ways (Jain & Rana, 2021).

Similarly, a man like Richard Nixon or Jimmy Carter can
have all necessary biobehavioral equipment to seek and
achieve power even though in their cases the process seems
autonomous from the sexual exploitation of women through
which those traits evolved. Let us look briefly into the historical
basis of this (partial) disentanglement in sociocultural rather
than genetic evolution.

Social monogamy strengthened in the ancient Greco-Roman
world; we might actually say returned, since (despite some elec-
tive polygyny) the vast majority of hunter-gatherer marriages
were monogamous (Marlowe & Berbesque, 2012; Walker
et al.,). The Neolithic Y-chromosome bottleneck demonstrates
a marked increase in male reproductive skew (Betzig, 2012;
Karmin et al., 2015), but there was a baseline of socially
monogamous experience during human evolution.

Greek monogamy, like Athenian democracy, was based on
slavery and a double standard of sexual freedom: “monogamous”
men kept concubines (Scheidel, 2009). “They were supposed to
draw the line at cohabitation. … At the same time, married men’s
sexual congress with their own slave women or with prostitutes
was free of social and legal sanction” (Scheidel, p. 283). Rome
had similar arrangements, with public acknowledgement of extra-
maritally conceived children being optional. Furthermore, easy
divorce facilitated “effective polygyny”—men couldn’t have two
wives at once but “could marry several in a row, thereby raising
reproductive inequality overall” (Scheidel, p. 283). In ancient
Greece and Rome, as in all countries today, men had options.

Judeo-Christian tradition followed Greco-Roman into social
monogamy. The Kingdom of Israel allowed polygyny; hence
Solomon’s 700 wives and 300 concubines. But in the diaspora
Jews followed local laws. In the Roman Empire, where most
Jews lived, they followed Roman practice, but it was only

around a thousand years ago that Jewish religious law officially
prohibited polygyny, and that restriction was not adopted by all
Jewish subcultures (Goldberg, 2003).

Jesus speaks against polygyny, but Paul is silent on it, and
Augustine, in the fifth century, explicitly permitted it.
Wealthy Christian men often had multiple wives, and some
church leaders too had routine access to women. Formal polyg-
yny was forbidden—social monogamy—and the prohibition
strengthened in modern times. Serial monogamy—divorce—
also opposed early Christian teaching and still defies Catholic
doctrine. Despite its origins in Greco-Roman practice
(Scheidel, 2009), Christians spread antipolygyny through
Europe, and then through all the lands Europe conquered;
social monogamy is now the norm in most of the world.

Many reasons have been offered for this, but social monog-
amy, however flawed, was the main mating pattern in hunter-
gatherers, and that makes us largely a pair-bonding species,
although with great adaptive flexibility (Quinlan, 2008).
However, it has been possible throughout history for influential
“monogamous” men to find extramarital paths to extra RS, and
it is still possible today.

The Will to Power and the World of the
Future
A trend toward autocracy is emerging throughout the world.
Men are typically the heads of autocratic states or of democratic
ones with autocratic tendencies. Among the most prominent of
these (according to their Wikipedia entries), several have had
serial wives and extramarital affairs (Donald Trump, Jair
Bolsonaro, Boris Johnson, Vladimir Putin, Roderigo Duterte),
while others (Xi Jinping, Viktor Orban, Kim Jung Un,
Narendra Modi, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan) apparently have not.

When Henry Kissinger was National Security Advisor to the
austere Richard Nixon, The New York Times noted that “as a
47-year-old divorcé, he makes society news by squiring such
glamor girls [sic] as Gloria Steinem in New York, Joanna
Barnes and Jill St. John in Hollywood, and Barbara Howar in
Washington. Power, he has observed, is the great aphrodisiac”
(Smith, 1971). The article depicts him as insecure despite his
power; he was a short, chubby, plain-looking man, but this
did not impede his associations with much younger, very
gifted, sought-after, beautiful women, then known without
irony as “glamor girls.” As in Xi’s China, a country can be
run by a powerful man whose associates exploit women even
when he does not.

Still, there is an automous will to power that drives certain
people, typically men, to dominate others. For Friedrich
Nietzsche, who popularized the term, it was the key trait of
the “superman” (Übermensch), and was bound up with
cruelty, which Nietzsche approved (Parmer, 2017). A phrase
applied to some recent events, “the cruelty is the point,”
seems apt (Serwer, 2021). Alfred Adler, who founded the
school of Individual Psychology, also gave a central role to
the will to power, including the cruelty, but viewed it as a
pathology of certain men, whose hypermasculinity stemmed
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from feeling inferior and a fear of seeming feminine (Anspacher
& Anspacher, 1964). Be that as it may, alongside Adler’s for-
mulation, systematic studies by Theodor Adorno and others
of The Authoritarian Personality became a research priority in
the wake of World War II (Adorno, 1950).

Today we use different terms to describe autocrats. A 2020
study applied standard personality measurements to 157
world leaders, including 14 deemed to have autocratic tenden-
cies, all in countries with electoral politics (Nai & Toros,
2020). “Strongmen,” the authors ask; “Who are they?” (p. 1)
Over 1800 “expert” raters were recruited, with expertize
defined as professional academic knowledge of the relevant
country’s politics. Not surprisingly, the autocratic-leaning
leaders scored significantly lower on the “Big Five” personality
traits of agreeableness and emotional stability—the latter even
in comparison to right-wing non-autocrats, while scoring mar-
ginally higher on extraversion.

More importantly, on another domain of personality known
as “The Dark Triad” (narcissism, subclinical psychopathy, and
Machiavellianism), the autocrats scored higher than the com-
parison groups. Narcissism is defined as grandiosity,
ego-reinforcement behaviors, and tendency to seek attention
and admiration; psychopathy as lack of remorse, insensitivity,
and impulsivity; and Machiavellianism as a tendency to use
manipulation and strategic behaviors. For the scales in question,
all three are considered subclinical, within the normal range.
The Dark Triad seems similar to the will to power that
Nietzsche embraced and Adler warned against, and this study
is in the research tradition of Adorno on the authoritarian per-
sonality. Sexual behavior of these “strongmen” was not men-
tioned, but in males who are not leaders, the Dark Triad is
consistently linked to short-term and coercive mating strategies,
across cultures (Jonason et al., 2020; Prusik et al., 2021;
Valentova et al., 2020).

Since academics are overwhelmingly left-leaning, they tend
to focus on right-wing authoritarianism (RWA). After Lenin,
Stalin, Trotsky, Mao, Pol Pot, Fidel Castro, Kim Jong Un
(and his father and grandfather), Hugo Chavez, and Nicholas
Maduro, the bias seems far-fetched, but it exists. New Emory
University research led by Thomas Costello and the late Scott
Lilienfeld measured left-wing authoritarianism (LWA) in
7,258 individuals across six samples (Costello et al., 2021).
Despite dubbing LWA “‘the Loch Ness Monster’ of political
psychology,” they show that it is real and robust, overlapping
RWA in “a shared constellation of personality traits, cognitive
features, beliefs, and motivational values that might be consid-
ered the ‘heart’ of authoritarianism,” and that “LWA powerfully
predicts behavioral aggression and is strongly correlated with
participation in political violence” (Costello et al., p. 1).
Again, not all authoritarians are sexual exploiters, but the
extreme promiscuity of Mao Zedong (Chang & Halliday,
2005; Li, 1994) and Fidel Castro (Bardach, 2007; Sánchez,
2015) is well documented.

Autocrats must have followers, but despite extensive
research on leader psychology, until recently “followers and
followership theory have been given short shrift” (Uhl-Bien

et al., 2014, p. 83). There is a long history of observations of
“the madness of crowds” (Canetti, 1981; Mackay, 1932), and
research on “emotional contagion” (Hatfield et al., 1994), but
not in relation to leaders. Sigmund Freud, in his 1922 mono-
graph, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego
(“group psychology” being a questionable translation of
Massenpsychologie in the German), described the submergence
of individual character and will in the mass (Freud 1949 (orig.,
1922)) as,

The lack of independence and initiative in their members, the
similarities in the reactions of all of them … the weakness of
intellectual ability, the lack of emotional restraint, the inclina-
tion to exceed every limit in the expression of emotion, and to
work it off completely in the form of action (pp. 81–82).

Further, “Hypnosis is not a good object for comparison with
a group formation, because it is truer to say that it is identical
with it. Out of the complicated fabric of the group it isolates
one element for us—the relation of the individual to the
leader” (p. 78).

Current followership studies use the Milgram-type obedi-
ence research as a touchstone, but mass dynamics are more
complex. Theories include a socially contagious “romance of
leadership” with charismatic men (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014,
p. 86), an “avoidant attachment style” rather than secure attach-
ment, ideas drawn from child studies (p. 87), and a “toxic trian-
gle” of a destructive leader, colluders, and conformers (p. 88).
Explicitly evolutionary analyses propose followership as a ful-
fillment of adaptive needs: the triad of guidance in a shared
direction, protection from threats, and dispute settlement (de
Waal-Andrews & van Vugt, 2020); or, followers lacking the
will or skill to lead (Bastardoz & Van Vugt, 2019). But these
analyses do not refer to the ultimate cause—enhancing repro-
ductive success—nor are they data-based.

The will to power, tied to sexual and reproductive success or
not, will play a strong role in the near future. After a steady
increase in the number of democratic countries in the late
20th century, accelerating in the 1990s, we see a marked shift
back toward autocracies of the right and left (Maerz et al.,
2020). Fortunately, this reversal has not erased prior democra-
tization numbers, even when population-weighted, although if
present trends continue it could do so soon. Social protest
appears to be growing in the new autocracies, which could
slow the trend. Needless to say, replacing men with women
in high positions would not eliminate the will to power, but it
would reduce the role of the Dark Triad traits and sexual exploi-
tation (Konner, 2015b).

Timothy Snyder, in On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the
Twentieth Century, treats right—and LWA with salutary
focus (Snyder, 2017). Europe saw “three major democratic
movements: after the First World War in 1918, after the
Second World War in 1945, and after the end of communism
in 1989. Many of the democracies founded at these junctures
failed, in circumstances that in some important respects resem-
ble our own” (Snyder, p. 10/loc. 67). Also, “The European
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history of the twentieth century shows us that societies can
break, democracies can fall, ethics can collapse, and ordinary
men can find themselves standing over death pits with guns
in their hands” (Snyder, p. 11/loc. 74). The things done by ordi-
nary people—deafening echoes of the massacre at Nataruk
10,000 years ago—should make us really afraid (Browning,
1992; Gross, 2001).

Snyder in 2017 issued a prescient warning of a day that
would bring the U.S. into the European mode of democracy
sliding toward autocracy: January 6, 2021. In that insurrection
and attempted coup hundreds took over the Capitol, harmed
defending police, and gravely threatened lawmakers. But one
incident, late in the day on the Capitol steps outside, lasting
90 s, is particularly instructive (Barry et al., 2021). “Amid the
hand-to-hand combat, seven men from seven different states
stood out. Although strangers to one another, they worked as
if in concert while grappling with the phalanx of police officers”
(Barry et al., 2021, p. A1). Their ages ranged from 27 to 57
(three in their 50s, two in their 40s), and by all accounts were
up to that moment not just ordinary but mostly good men.

Scrutiny of multiple videos of their event “provides a
close-up view of how seemingly average citizens—duped by
a political lie, goaded by their leaders and swept up in a frenzied
throng—can unite in breathtaking acts of brutality” (p. A1)
They seriously injured three police officers and ignored a
woman dying of an overdose at their feet, her dead body soon
trampled by the mob. The scenes inside the Capitol were “star-
tling” and “tend to eclipse the medieval civil war that was
waged just beyond its doors … Americans fought other
Americans with fists and cudgels, with bear spray and hunks
of broken wood, roaring in combat frenzy and spilling blood
on the white steps of their country’s democratic center” (p.
A23). One of the weapons used by the seven men was a large
flagpole bearing the Stars and Stripes.

Few doubt that we will see more of this and some predict
civil war, but even without such violence systematic lies and
draconian state laws are preempting the future normal exercise
of democracy. It may be hard to believe that the brutality, the
lies, and the will to power leading toward autocracy trace
back to a twelve-millennial history of charismatic, cruel men
and their willing followers waging relentless war in which
one of the main spoils was women that these men coercively
bred upon, but it is true. This is the point of origin of the
fierce motivation to wage war, conquer, rape, and kill. Lands,
crops, mines, trade routes, and more were spoils of war
needed to support the growing enterprise, including the off-
spring of women seized, but the ultimate cause, the ultimate
motivation, was sexual selection.

The relative egalitarianism of hunter-gatherer societies sug-
gests a baseline of human adaptation that was more democratic
than what emerged in the Neolithic, especially as the rise of
“civilization,” dispersed Y chromosomes with new hidden
dangers and ever-greater efficiency. The struggle to establish
democratic forms of government in the past few centuries—in
societies far more complex, denser, and hierarchical than
hunter-gatherers—has not been easy or linear, and its success

is by no means guaranteed. Perhaps it bodes well that present
democratization efforts may draw on fundamental though
imperfect egalitarian tendencies in small-scale societies of the
deepest human past. But given the genetic impact of sexual
selection on male dominance over the past ten or twelve millen-
nia, vigilance is warranted.
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Notes
1. The quote is on p. 787: “… das Kapital von Kopf bis Zeh, aus allen

Poren, Blut- und schmutz-triefend.” http://books.google.com/
books?id=xdYDAAAAMAAJ&dq=Kapital+von+Kopf+bis+Zeh,
+aus+allen+Poren,+Blut-+und+schmutz-triefend&source=gbs_
navlinks_s

2. I am grateful to Dr. Scheidel for leading me to the articles cited in
this paragraph. His own treatment of them and others is much more
thorough (Scheidel, 2022).

3. For an overview, statistics, and further references, see the Wikipedia
entry “War children,” accessed October 10, 2021, at http://en.
wikipedia.org/wiki/War_children#War_children_of_World_War_II.
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