
the unIversal PolItICal anImal 25

I often think it’s comical
How nature always does contrive
That every boy and every gal
That’s born into this world alive
Is either a little Liberal
Or a little Conservative2

In the early 1990s, the University of Minnesota’s Center for Twin and Family 
Research set out to test Gilbert’s humorously posited theory. Armed with 
a valuable list of ten thousand twin pairs and their family members, these 
scholars had a unique way to determine whether our genes—as opposed to our 
environment—exert any effect over our political convictions. 

The Minnesotan scientists began their study with a left-right political- 
orientation test called the RWA scale, which we’ll learn about in great detail in 
the following chapters. They handed it out to over fourteen hundred identical 
and fraternal twins. Each pair was raised in the same family. In a parallel study, 
psychologist Thomas Bouchard gave the same test to a very special subset of 
siblings: eighty-eight identical twins and forty-four fraternal twins raised in 
completely different environments. 

Figure 1. Correlations between the Political Orientations of Identical and 
Fraternal Twins, Raised Together and Apart.
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on the same segment of an absolute scale. Indeed, public opinion in certain 
countries skews further to the right (as in Communist Vietnam) or to the left 
(as in Mugabe’s Zimbabwe). In addition, some countries have narrower or 
broader spectrums; we’ll learn what determines a spectrum’s breadth in the next 
chapter. The important point, though, is this: ordinary people everywhere use 
the concepts of “left” and “right” to describe their political orientations. And 
the experts agree with them about the existence of this spectrum. A survey once 
asked fifteen hundred professional political analysts if they could easily place 
political parties on a left-right scale, in their forty-seven countries of specializa-
tion. Virtually none of them had any problem in doing so.12 

Figure 2. Global Self-Positioning on the Left-Right Political Spectrum 
(251,724 people in 97 countries, 1981–2008).

So the left-right political spectrum is universal. It forms a natural, bell-shaped 
curve. Some countries have wider or narrower spectrums. But how can we 
know whether the left-right orientations of groups as a whole compare with one 
another? In other words, are the Blocks’s children as conservative or as liberal 
as their counterparts in Tunisia? 

In psychology, there are a few standard personality traits that have been 
measured across truly diverse human groups. They belong to a well-tested 
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32  IntroduCtIon

Some of these studies, such as this one, cannot determine whether political atti-
tudes originate in the brain, or whether learning attitudes from others changes 
the structure of the brain (we know that the brain can change through training 
and gaining new skills). But other experiments do clarify the direction of the 
causation.

Figure 3. Correlation between the Size of Two Brain Regions and Political 
Orientation.

fIndIng ourselves In the bIg PICture

All right, so perhaps there are physiological differences between liberals and 
conservatives—although we’ll definitely want to learn more to be convinced. 
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Political Extremism and Moderation in Peru

Forecasting Peruvian elections is notoriously difficult for many reasons. One 
of the only reasonable a priori assumptions to make is which social classes are 
more likely to support moderate candidates, and which social classes tend to 
support more extreme ideologies.

Let’s look at which socio-economic quintiles of the Peruvian people sup-
ported each type of candidate in the run-up to the 2011 presidential election. 
Figure 4 shows the results of a national, urban survey.11 The letters A through 
E represent the five socio-economic classes of Peru, with A representing the 
wealthiest, and E representing the poorest. 

Figure 4. Percentage of Support for Presidential Candidates in Peru, by 
Socio-Economic Class (A is highest) and Candidates’ Ideology (trend lines 
calculated in July 2010).

The two radical candidates on the extreme left and right of the ideolog-
ical spectrum are shown by the two lines running “downhill” from left to right. 
The solid black line on the bottom represents the candidate on the far left, who 
was Lieutenant Colonel Ollanta Humala. Humala’s father was a card-carrying 
member of Red Fatherland, the Communist Party of Peru. The candidate Humala 
had also aligned himself with the far-left Venezuelan leader Hugo Chavez. The 
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40  IntroduCtIon

D. Roosevelt.18 It’s vital to note that Communism also formed an important 
part of the fractured political spectrum that the Nazis eventually monopolized. 
Likewise, the economic shock generated some fascist activity in the United 
States and England; nevertheless, neither country fell to a Hitler, even though 
America suffered higher unemployment than Germany in 1932.19

Figure 5. Correlation between Political Moderation and GDP per Capita for 
Seventy-One Countries (1981–2000).

The global economic recession of 2008 also broadened the American polit-
ical spectrum in both directions. On the left, a forty-seven-year-old Barack 
Obama ran on a platform of “change.” And the American electorate—of which 
less than 13 percent was black—elected the country’s first black president. In 
response to Obama’s election, the new Tea Party movement emerged, further to 
the right of the mainstream Republican Party. And then by 2011, Occupy Wall 
Street emerged on the far left.

Why do people under greater economic pressure tolerate more extreme ide-
ologies? Perhaps having less financial freedom pushes people to look for help 
and answers beyond themselves, making the notion of strong political authority 
more palatable. Indeed, the results of a Latino National Political Survey taken 
at the turn of the 1990s seem to support this hypothesis. As poverty increased 
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42  IntroduCtIon

Figure 6. Relationships between Voting Records and Personality Traits vs. 
Median Family Income (calculated for each US state for the 1996, 2000, 
and 2004 elections).

Finally, there is something we can measure that’s able to distinguish 
between left and right—at least across three American presidential elections. 
These two personality traits belong to a well-known model in psychology called 
“the Big Five” factors. In addition to Openness and Conscientiousness, they 
consist of Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism. Where did these traits 
come from? 

The Big Five actually began as the number 17,953. In the 1930s, psycholo-
gist Gordon Allport was busy researching personality. He was dissatisfied with 
psychoanalytic models, which he viewed as too “deep”; yet behavioral models 
were too “shallow” for his taste. Instead, Allport hoped to use an empirical 
approach to discover the root factors underlying personality. The figure 17,953 
was the number of personality-describing words that he and his collaborators 
were able to find in the English language. They later reduced this figure to some 
4,500 words that corresponded to permanent, observable traits.

Over the years, more and more psychologists began working on the 
problem. They conducted personality tests, and used computers to perform 
factor analyses for boiling down the interacting parts to their underlying struc-
ture. United States Air Force researchers conducted a meta-analysis of multiple 
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52  IntroduCtIon

than the relationships between height and weight, race and income, or gender 
and aggression.28 

Figure 7. Canadian Legislators’ RWA Scores by Provinces and Party Mem-
bership, 1983–1985 (Alberta, 1994).

In America, college students from half a dozen states that Altemeyer 
visited tested like the Canadians. Republicans scored significantly higher than 
Democrats on the RWA scale. The same held true for 1,200 politicians from 
forty-eight state legislatures who took Altemeyer’s test between 1990 and 1993. 
Republicans scored higher in forty-seven out of forty-eight states (the exception 
was a small group of politicians from Louisiana).29

The RWA scale certainly seems like a useful tool for predicting left-right 
partisanship in the United States and Canada. But how well would the test work 
in an extremely different region of the world? 

Gidi Rubinstein, an Israeli researcher who is leading the study of authori-
tarianism in his country, had the RWA scale translated into Hebrew and Arabic 
in the mid-1990s. Then he gave the test to 708 Jewish Israeli university students. 
About 29 percent of the students’ parents were Ashkenazim who had returned to 
Israel from the Diaspora in Europe, the Americas, Australia, and South Africa; 
20 percent had parents who were Sephardim or Mizrahim (from the Middle East 
and Asia); 28 percent had parents of mixed backgrounds; and the remaining 23 
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percent had parents who were native-born Israelis. Rubinstein also gave the 
Arabic version of the test to 120 Muslim Palestinian students in the West Bank.

Figure 8. RWA Scores of Israeli Jews and Palestinian Muslims, by Partisan-
ship (1996).

Figure 8 shows the results of the RWA scores, according to the ideological 
orientation of the political parties that the respondents supported. The Jewish 
Israelis with the lowest RWA scores supported left-wing parties; those with 
intermediate scores supported the centrist Labor Party; and the highest-scoring 
students were affiliated with right-wing and religious parties (including parties 
with a “greater Land of Israel” ideology). 

On the Muslim Palestinian side, respondents with the lowest scores sup-
ported left-wing parties; intermediate scorers supported the centrist Fatah party; 
and those who scored highest supported Hamas and Islamic Jihad (which have 
“destroy Israel” ideologies). In all cases, the differences between scores were 
extremely significant.30 The fact that the lighter bars reach substantially higher 
than the darker bars suggests that the Muslim students were much more conser-
vative than their Jewish counterparts.

For those who may be skeptical of which parties classified as left-wing and 
right-wing, figure 9 shows the remarkable breakdown of Jewish Israeli RWA 
scores by specific political party: 
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54  IntroduCtIon

Figure 9. RWA Scores of Israeli Jews, by Specific Party Affiliation (1996).

On the far left, the lowest RWA scores belong to supporters of the Rakach Party 
(which became Maki, the Communist Party of Israel) and the Progressive List 
for Peace. Both of these parties had a mixed Jewish-Palestinian membership, 
and they both demanded Israel’s total withdrawal to the state’s 1967 boarders. 
Ever so slightly to the right stood the Civil Rights Movement (which later merged 
with Meretz), whose platform sought to grant full autonomy to Arab territories. 
On the mainstream center-left was the Labor Party, which advocated territorial 
compromise. Tsomet was a right-wing—but emphatically secular—party. To the 
right of Tsomet, as calculated by average RWA score, was the mainstream right-
wing Likud party. Likud argued that Jewish Israelis should get along with Arabs, 
but without stopping the building of Jewish settlements in the West Bank and 
Gaza. Further to the right stood Techiya, which opposed giving up any land to 
Arabs. On the extreme right of the 1996 Israeli political spectrum was the small 
Moledet (Homeland) Party. Not only did Moledet oppose surrendering land to 
Arabs, but the party even advocated for the “voluntary transfer” of Arabs from 
the West Bank and Gaza to the neighboring Arab countries of Jordan and Egypt.31

RWA scores are far more effective in predicting left-right voting than 
many conventional demographic variables, such as income brackets or gender. 
Sometimes race, religion, region, or socio-economic class has some predictive 
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unearthIng the three 
roots of PolItICal 

orIentatIon

the RWA scale is the best cross-cultural predictor of left-right voting and 
party affiliation. The test can calculate the relative positions of political 
parties along the spectrums of truly diverse populations. So what spe-

cific topics does the test cover? Let’s give the RWA scale a new analysis with 
fresh eyes.

Figure 10. Underlying Content of the RWA Test (as percentage of thirty 
questions).

56
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58  IntroduCtIon

The Personality Argument: Human political orientation across space and time 
has an underlying logic defined by three clusters of measurable personality traits. 
These three clusters consist of varying attitudes toward tribalism, inequality, and 
different perceptions of human nature.

These three factors correspond, of course, to the grey, black, and white color 
groups in figure 10. To go into slightly greater detail:

•  Tribalism. Tribalism breaks down into ethnocentrism (vs. the opposite 
force, xenophilia, which means an attraction to other groups), religiosity 
(vs. secularism), and different levels of tolerance toward nonreproductive 
sexuality.

•  Tolerance of Inequality. There are two opposing moral worldviews 
toward inequality; one is based on the principle of egalitarianism, and the 
other is based on hierarchy.

•  Perceptions of Human Nature. Some people see human nature as more 
cooperative, while others see it as more competitive.

Figure 11. The Three Universal Personality Clusters Underlying Political 
Orientation.

Figure 11 shows these three personality clusters, which underlie variation 
in human political orientations. The horizontal positioning of the elements in 
figure 11 does not relate to the left-right spectrum; rather, the important dimen-
sion is depth, which shows different levels of analysis, focused on by different 
disciplines. 

The top bar, which stretches all the way across the diagram, represents the 
variation in a population’s political orientations. These orientations are mani-
fested by different attitudes and behaviors toward controversial issues (for 
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60  IntroduCtIon

on egalitarian and hierarchical moralities. These conflicts are linked to the 
variation in people’s tolerance of inequality.

•  The Biology of Altruism and Self-Interest is the area of evolutionary 
theory that describes how and why people cooperate with and betray one 
another; this field sheds light on why some people perceive human nature 
so differently than others.

Figure 12. The Evolutionary Roots of the Three Personality Clusters Under-
lying Political Orientation (in this map of the book, the white circles show 
the order of the sections [I, II, III, IV, V, VI]). 

This book is divided into six parts, which correspond to the six roman numerals 
and their rectangles in figure 12. Part I tells how different levels of tribalism 
influence people’s placement on the political spectrum, and part II explains the 
biological roots of tribalism. Together, they form the grey pillar, which we could 
think of as “Conflict among the Nations.”

Part III tells how different levels of tolerance toward inequality affect peo-
ple’s placement on the political spectrum, and part IV finds the roots of egal-
itarian and hierarchical personality traits in the biology of parent-offspring 
conflict. Together, these two parts form the black pillar, which arises through 
“Conflict within the Family.”
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And high scorers tend to disagree with the following statements:

•  “Atheists and others who have rebelled against the established religions 
are no doubt every bit as good and virtuous as those who attend church 
regularly.”*

•  “People should pay less attention to the Bible and the other old tradi-
tional forms of religious guidance and instead develop their own per-
sonal standards of what is moral and immoral.”*

According to Altemeyer, those who score highly on the entire RWA test (not only 
the questions related to religion) attend religious services, pray, read scripture, 
discuss religious moral codes, observe religious holidays, and participate 
in religious youth groups and education at higher rates than low scorers. 
Conversely, the average score of people who were not raised in a religious home 
is lower than those raised in any religion.9

Altemeyer once distributed to about five hundred of his Canadian students a 
fictitious law that proposed the following policy: to teach public school students, 
starting in kindergarten, to believe in God, pray together in school, memorize 
the Ten Commandments, and learn about Christian morality, and to eventually 
encourage them to accept Jesus Christ as their personal savior. Only 5 percent of 
those in the lowest RWA quartile would have voted for the law; in contrast, 48 
percent of the highest quartile agreed with the proposal.10

Figure 13. RWA Scores of Jewish Israelis and Muslim Palestinians, by Reli-
giosity (1996).
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Malawi, and Sri Lanka, at 99 percent, and Somaliland, Djibouti, Mauritania, 
and Burundi at 98 percent. Each of these extremely religious countries has a per 
capita income below $5,000. Seven of the ten are Islamic.

Figure 14. Proportion of People Who Agree Religion Is an Important Part of 
Their Daily Life (median responses by countries’ income level; 114 coun-
tries surveyed in 2009).

The least religious countries were generally richer and at higher latitudes 
(or, in the case of Vietnam, Communist): Estonia, Sweden, and Denmark were 
in the high teens, below 20 percent; Japan, Hong Kong, and the United Kingdom 
were in the mid-20s; while Vietnam, France, Russia, and Belarus were in the 
low 30s (China was not surveyed).24

In addition to income, other aspects of poverty also affect religiosity. 
Specifically, having lower levels of education (as measured by the UNDP’s 
Human Development Index) strongly correlates with placing greater importance 
on God. Lower life expectancies are also moderately associated with increased 
importance placed on God.25 

Having less education usually means that people are able to extract fewer 
resources from the environment, sometimes through even harder labor. Perhaps 
the greater hardships associated with lower education and poverty push people 
to think of the next life more than this one. Perhaps poverty causes a person to 
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Transcendental Religions

Where do the newer, transcendental faiths fit in? First, let’s put the big picture in 
perspective. Figure 15 shows the percentage of the major religious groups in the 
world, as estimated by the CIA46 in 2010.c

The pieces of the pie chart that are pulled out from the center are the newer 
religions that could be considered globalized, because they have successfully 
proselytized, or easily accept converts from all peoples. The two largest reli-
gions in the world come from this category: Christianity and Islam. Together, 
their believers make up more than half of the people living on earth. Have reli-
gions such as these truly managed to transcend the forces of tribalism under-
lying older religions? Sometimes they have; in other instances, not quite so well.

 Figure 15. World Religions (2010 estimates).
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sucking . . . perverts.”50 The Volvo, of course, comes from a socialist country 
and has a female-sounding name. The phrase “latte-sucking” evokes milk and 
breast-feeding, implying that liberals are overly reliant on females, like a nursing 
infant. Stereotypes aside, political scientist John Jost did find that there’s a sig-
nificantly higher chance of finding a book about a feminist topic in the bedroom 
of a liberal than in the sleeping place of a conservative.51

The great majority of US liberals, in fact, favor government efforts to 
equalize opportunity for women, while most conservatives oppose government 
intervention on behalf of women’s equality (see figure 16). This graph shows 
the polarizing effect of a college education in both directions of the spectrum. 
That is, having a higher education makes liberals more liberal and conservatives 
more conservative on this issue. In the survey graphed in figure 16, men and 
women did not differ significantly in their opinion on this matter.52

Figure 16: Support for Government Guarantees of Equal Opportunity for 
Women, by Ideology and Education.

The further to the right of the spectrum one looks, the more politicians are 
opposed to women’s control over their reproductive tract. On the far right, this 
attitude can turn into a general derision of women. For example, Tea Party mouth-
piece Glenn Beck once called his rival’s wife on the telephone while broadcasting 
his radio show. He then proceeded to ridicule her for her recent miscarriage.53 
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have Neanderthal DNA. No Neanderthal remains have been found to date in 
Africa.2

When early humans left their African homeland and expanded into Asia, 
Neanderthals weren’t the only other hominins on the scene. The Neanderthals 
also had cousins to the East called Denisovans. Russian archeologists named 
them after a Siberian cave where they discovered a forty-thousand-year-old 
finger bone and tooth. DNA tests carried out by Pääbo’s lab in Germany revealed 
that Denisovans shared a common ancestor with Neanderthals sixty-four thou-
sand years ago. And this common ancestor shared an even earlier common 
ancestor with Homo sapiens one million years ago, before the Denisovans’ fore-
bearers left Africa to spread across Eurasia (see figure 17). 

Figure 17: The Human Family Tree (not drawn in proportion to time periods).

Pääbo compared the Denisovan DNA with numerous populations of contem-
porary humans and found that 4 to 6 percent of the DNA of modern Melanesians 
contains Denisovan genes. Yet no other population shared Denisovan DNA. What 
happened between Siberia and Papua New Guinea—and why Asian populations 
lack Denisovan DNA—remains a mystery. Professor Chris Stringer of London’s 
Natural History Museum reasons that only fifty successful matings between 
Denisovans and an ancestral population of one thousand Melanesians could 
account for the proportion of Denisovan DNA in modern-day Melanesians.3

Why did early modern humans outbreed with Neanderthals and Denisovans? 
What were their relationships like? Did “conservative” Denisovans disapprove? 
Were there “liberal” Neanderthals who were attracted to the exotic humans as 
they migrated into their territory? 

No Neanderthal genes have turned up in the mitochondrial DNA of living 
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Figure 18: Dispersal Distribution for Female Great Tits (Parus major), 
Wytham Woods, United Kingdom (1964–2007). Photo: Luc Viatour.
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These diseases included: leishmanias, trypanosomes, malaria, schistosomes, 
filariae, leprosy, dengue, typhus, and tuberculosis. They also created a regional 
index that measured the incidence of the top twenty-two local diseases for each 
specific area. After averaging and standardizing these pathogen- prevalence 
scores, the researchers could finally compare the pathogen dimension with col-
lectivism (ethnocentrism).

Figure 20 displays the results, which are controlled for several potential con-
founding variables, such as population density. The scatter plot shows a strong 
correlation (0.70) between historical pathogen prevalence and collectivism.a 
Fincher and Thornhill concluded that xenophobic attitudes have protected 
people against pathogens by reducing exposure to out-groups.33 

Figure 20. Correlation between Historical Pathogen Prevalence and Indi-
vidualism/Collectivism (93 regions).

These findings explain why Big Five personality traits such as Extraversion 
correlate with distance away from the equator, as we learned in chapter 2. And 
they suggest why cultures native to hotter regions tend to be more conservative 
than cultures in cooler climes: because hot regions nearer to the equator foster a 
higher prevalence of infectious disease.

Mark Schaller and Damian Murray, the two psychologists from the 
University of British Columbia, have gone one step further. They’ve shown that 
a higher prevalence of infectious diseases not only increases ethnocentrism; it 
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linguistically, genetically, and consciously different from other neighboring 
European populations, and Basques have not historically married very freely 
with them. Consequently, the Basques also have quite different gene frequen-
cies for blood group antigens.41 After DNA, blood reveals the most about human 
genetic variation.

Figure 21. Rh Blood Group System. Distribution of the C Gene in the Indig-
enous Populations of the World.

What accounts for this great diversity running through our veins? The 
struggle for survival entails not only the competition for resources and mates 
but also the battle against pathogens. In this immunological arms race, the blood 
group antigens of human populations have coevolved with a microscopic world 
of enemies (as well as allies and neutral parties). Natural selection shapes the 
human immune system by favoring the configurations best adapted to a popula-
tion’s environment. 

For their part, there are some parasites, bacteria, and viruses that have 
evolved antigens that are similar to those of particular human blood groups.42 
This makes it difficult for people with these blood types to produce an antibody 
to fight against the invading organism. Thus, the pathogen’s targeted offense 
gives it a better chance of defeating the immune response.43
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Disease / Microbe
Blood Group Antigen Associated 
with Increased Susceptibility

Plague O

Cholera O

Leprosy
A, B (lepromatous form),  
O (tuberculoid form)

Yaws M

Tuberculosis O, B

Gonorrhea B

Smallpox A, AB

Mumps O

E. coli infection B, AB

Salmonella infection B, AB

Helicobacter pylori 
infection (gastric ulcer)

O

Influenza type A A

Norwalk virus O

Giardia lamblia A

Leishmania Knops 

Figure 22. Associations between Pathogens (or their diseases) and Blood 
Group Antigens. 

Figure 22 shows a list of some of the infectious diseases known to dispropor-
tionately affect people who have particular blood group antigens.44 Pathologist 
George Garratty has suggested that histories of epidemics have shaped the dif-
ferent frequencies of these antigens around the world. These contrasting fre-
quencies clearly appear in Mourant’s maps.

For instance, the plague bacillus and the cholera bacterium target people 
with type O blood; those with type AI and B blood, on the other hand, can 
more easily produce an antibody to defend against these pathogens. Plague 
and cholera epidemics, then, would kill more type-O individuals. “O” people 
would leave fewer descendants, reducing the proportion of this blood type in 
the population.45

The most critical diseases, from an evolutionary point of view, are those 
that eliminate individuals from the gene pool before they reach reproductive 
maturity. Victims of these pathogens cannot pass on their blood-group genes to 
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Figure 24. Average Standardized 
Number of Children, Children Who 
Reproduce, and Grandchildren, by 
Relatedness of Couples (Iceland, 
1800–1965); the Bars Are 95 Percent 
Confidence Intervals.

The first graph shows that the most closely related couples had the highest 
number of children. The second graph indicates how many of the original 
couples’ children reproduced. And the last graph tells how many grandchildren 
the original couples had. 

The striking difference between the first and the last two charts concerns 
the spouses who were second cousins or closer: these consanguineous couples 
had the largest number of children, yet their children reproduced at significantly 
lower rates than the children of less related spouses. In other words, the orig-
inal first- and second-cousin spouses had fewer grandchildren, on average, than 
third-, fourth-, fifth-, and even sixth-cousin couples.

During the 165-year period covered in these charts, Iceland experienced 
an increasing proportion of marriages between more distantly related couples, 
along with a substantial decline in the country’s average fertility. The research 
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Figure 26 shows a map of the Islamic world. Of the thirteen women whom 
the Prophet Muhammad married, two were biological relatives.7 One of these 
was his cousin Zaynab bint Jahsh, the daughter of one of Muhammad’s paternal 
aunts. The Qur’an explicitly permits first-cousin marriages:

Figure 25. Probability of Marrying Second Cousin or Closer.

Figure 26. The Islamic World.

We have made lawful to thee thy wives to whom thou hast paid their dowers; 
and those whom thy right hand possesses out of the prisoners of war whom 
Allah has assigned to thee; and daughters of thy paternal uncles and aunts, and 
daughters of thy maternal uncles and aunts, who migrated (from Makka) with 
thee. (Surat Al-Ahzab 33:50) 
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Although some emulation of the Prophet may increase cousin marriage in the 
Muslim world, it’s unlikely that Islam is the main cause of the high level of 
endogamy in this region. One reason is that very few religions actually prohibit 
cousin marriage. 

In the Old Testament, several of the Jewish patriarchs were cousins, 
including Isaac and Rebekah, as well as Jacob and Rachel. The Catholic Church 
has banned first-cousin marriages during most of its history, although kissing 
cousins could request dispensations. Most Protestant sects permit first-cousin 
marriage. Buddhism has no prohibition against the practice. Hindu marriage 
laws are extraordinarily diverse and complicated; nevertheless custom and law 
permit some types of cousin marriage—especially in South India. Among this 
region’s Dravidian population, first-cousin and uncle-niece unions constitute 
approximately 30 percent of all marriages.8

The other problem with the notion that Islam is the primary cause of consan-
guineous marriages is that many non-Muslim minority religions in West Asia and 
the Middle East have similar marriage customs. These endogamous groups include 
indigenous communities of Jews, Parsees, Buddhists, Christians, and Druze.9

What is it, then, that causes people in this region to marry their cousins at 
higher rates than those in the rest of the world? A likely explanation is that much 
of the geography here consists of desert, rugged mountains, or other territory 
with quite limited resources. Inbreeding would allow these relatively poorer 
communities to keep more property and wealth within the family, and to circum-
vent the loss of dowries or bride prices to other lineages. 

Figure 27. Barren Areas of the World, Seen from Space.

Indeed, the highest level of cousin marriages occurs among the poorest and 
most rural families—even within the highly consanguineous countries.10 Figure 
27 shows that these barren regions of the earth are clearly visible from outer 
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and their marital radii remained steady. The highest fertility levels occurred at 
a marital radius of seventy-five kilometers. But fertility dropped at closer and 
further distances between the birthplaces of spouses. Labouriau concluded that 
both inbreeding and outbreeding depression appeared to affect human fertility.18

Figure 28. Relationship between Marital Radius and Lifetime Fertility for 
Danish Women Born in 1954.

The graph in figure 28 shows that most Danish mates dispersed between 20 
and 120 km to find each other. Why did some Danes disperse much less and some 
disperse much greater distances than normal? Since Labouriau controlled for 
factors such as income and education, it’s unlikely that economic factors produced 
this outbreeding curve. Could personality have any influence over marital radius? 
After all, biologists have observed that different personalities seem to determine 
the likelihood that some animals will disperse from their natal territory. 

We already know that the human personality varies greatly in terms of eth-
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Figure 30. The Location of the Human Leukocyte Antigen Genes on 
 Chromosome 6.
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Women and the Cost of trIbalIsm

To better understand our political world, it’s helpful to call attention to a species-
specific aspect of Trivers’s parental-investment theory. In the particular case 
of human beings, there’s an additional imbalance between the sexes in their 
investment in reproduction. Not only do women pay a higher price in time 
and energy to reproduce their genes by the same quantity as their male mates; 
human females also incur the risk of maternal mortality, which men do not. The 
more babies a woman has over her lifespan, the faster her chance of dying of 
reproductive complications appears to rise. 

Figure 31. Lifetime Risk of Maternal Death, by Total Children per Woman.

Figure 31 shows this curve for countries around the world in 2008.7 The 
highest data point represents Afghanistan. In 2008, the average Afghani woman 
could expect to have 6.6 children during her lifetime. She also had a 9 percent 
chance of dying of reproductive complications. Because of the shape of this 
curve, Afghani women who have an above-average number of children, such as 
eight or nine, may suffer a dramatically higher maternal mortality rate. In fact, 
the average children per woman in 2005 was only 0.4 higher than in 2008 (seven 
children), but lifetime maternal mortality was 3.5 percentage points higher. 
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created reproductive barriers—even within the same ethnic group. Perhaps 
people instinctively needed to break down the mushrooming population into 
smaller units, more akin to the size of the hunter-gatherer environment in which 
human psychology and mating preferences had evolved.

Among agro-pastoral peoples, gender inequality reached the highest point 
in human history. This culmination of gender inequality is glaringly obvious at 
the highest level of governing elites. Rulers of the Babylonian, Egyptian, Indian, 
Chinese, Roman, Aztec, and Incan empires had harems of up to several hundred 
women. The members of the harems were young, fertile women prohibited from 
other men. In the case of the T’ang Imperial Court (China, 618–907 CE), con-
jugal visits with the ruler coincided with the women’s peak level of fertility.32

Gender inequality increased among commoners as well. Because survival 
depended on inheriting privately owned land, animals, and wealth, parents 
gained unprecedented control over when children could marry and with whom 
they could reproduce, particularly in the case of daughters.33

If children didn’t receive this investment from their parents, they risked 
facing a grim future in a world without social safety nets.34 Thus, young adults 
had enormous incentives to obey their parents, to conform to an extremely hier-
archical relationship with them, and to accept arranged marriages.

Figure 32. Marriage Types for Females, across Various Economic Environ-
ments (in 186 preindustrial societies).

Our Political Nature.indd   207 6/25/13   3:23 PM

PROPERTY OF PROMETHEUS BOOKS



208  Part II: the bIology of trIbalIsm

It’s easy to visually appreciate how much gender inequality increases from 
hunter-gatherer societies to agro-pastoral ones. Across this transition, the percentage 
of societies that practice arranged marriage for their daughters rises, while the prac-
tice of courtship marriage drops (see figure 32).35 Gender inequality is also much 
higher among herders than among farmers. This increase likely occurs because 
pastoralists tend to live in more barren regions. These resource-poor environments 
make children even more reliant on inheritance or dowries from their parents.

The next chart shows the subset of cases where parents arrange marriages 
for their children without giving them courtship freedoms. In these most hierar-
chical of kinship systems, the economic environment impacts gender inequality 
with respect to the parents’ decision making. In most of the hunter-gatherer 
societies that arrange marriages for their children, senior women’s voices are 
heard as or more loudly than men’s in making these decisions (see figure 33). 
But older males have a much greater say in their children’s mate choice in 
farming societies—and more control still in pastoral cultures. 

Figure 33. Gender of Decision Makers in Arranged Marriages without 
Court  ship, by Economic Environment.

The evolutionary psychologist who analyzed these data, Menelaos Apostolou, 
concluded that males extract more wealth from their environment in agro-
pastoral societies, which gives them a greater say over their children’s mate 
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Over the next 150 years, however, a series of spectacular technological 
innovations completely transformed the country’s economic environment. In 
1890, a horse-drawn machine could produce one hundred bushels in only forty-
five hours. And by 1930, a simple tractor could accomplish the same feat in 
about eighteen hours. Thanks to the increased efficiency of machines, America 
needed far fewer farmers to feed itself. By 1940, only 43 percent of the popu-
lation lived in rural areas, and the average white woman had two children—a 
fertility level below the replacement rate.37

As machines replaced more and more people, the demand for farm workers 
dropped. Towns and cities gained a greater labor force, and child labor was 
banned in factories. Instead of working, children had to attend school to prepare 
for the demands of the more competitive open markets of an increasingly skill-
based economy.38 

Figure 34. Total Fertility Rates, by GDP per Capita, in 2009. Source: CIA 
World Factbook.

Educating children instead of sending them to work required a longer-term, 
more expensive investment from parents. To afford raising their nonproductive 
kids, women eventually began to enter the workforce—especially during the 
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two world wars. With more women in the workplace, mutual economic depen-
dence increased between the sexes. Families relied more on women’s income to 
pay for the increasingly expensive investment in children. 

Livelihoods in industrial societies also depended much less on particular 
plots of land. Therefore, the exit option became relatively easier. This freedom 
to leave raised equality between the sexes even further.

Hillard Kaplan, an anthropologist at the University of New Mexico, empha-
sizes that fertility levels had already dropped tremendously in places like the 
United States before the introduction of the birth-control pill in 1960. He argues 
that scientists developed modern contraception in response to the demand for 
lower fertility brought about by a postagricultural economy.39

In any case, the availability of the oral contraceptive in the second half 
of the twentieth century gave women even greater control over their bodies. 
Deciding to postpone reproduction became easier than ever, so more and more 
women delayed marriage and childbirth to extend their education. Higher levels 
of education allowed women to extract greater amounts of resources from the 
modern economic environment, which further increased their independence 
from men. Divorce (an exit strategy) increased, as did gender equality.

Figure 35. Marriage Trends Compared with Women’s Education and Labor-
Force Participation (1960–2008, United States). 
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data from comparable societies around the world, collected by independent 
researchers. Figure 36 shows the percentage of deaths caused by warfare among 
indigenous groups living in independent, pre-state societies. These tribes are 
native to South America, Papua New Guinea, and Australia (the data come from 
Lawrence Keeley’s book War before Civilization26). With the exception of the 
Yanomamö, a different researcher collected the casualty rates for each group. 
The chart also includes, for comparison’s sake, Wrangham’s Gombe chimpan-
zees as well as the war casualties of the United States and Europe during the 
twentieth-century.

Figure 36. Percentage of Deaths Caused by War.

The Jivaroan group whose male war-casualty rate approaches 60 percent 
is the Waorani of the Ecuadorian Amazon. Even though highland Quichua 
Indians who colonized regions of the jungle had guns and the Waorani only had 
spears, the former were so afraid of this tiny but hyperbellicose group that five 
hundred Waorani once had twenty thousand square kilometers of homeland.27 
The Quichua word for the Waorani is auka, which means “savage.” 

Before outsiders finally succeeded in pacifying them, the Waoranis’ excep-
tionally high level of violence acquired the tribe an enormously disproportionate 
amount of natural resources per capita. But the price of the land was steep: a 
nearly 60 percent war-casualty rate.
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Figure 38. Percentage of Adults (18 and Older) Who Agree It’s “Okay for 
Teacher to Spank Student” (2005), Compared with the 2004 US Presidential 
Election Results.

•  “One reason we have so many troublemakers in our society nowadays 
is that parents and other authorities have forgotten that old-fashioned 
physical punishment is still one of the best ways to make people behave 
properly.”

•  “Obedience and respect for authority are the most important virtues chil-
dren should learn.”

•  “If a child starts becoming unconventional and disrespectful of authority, 
it is his parents’ duty to get him back to the normal way.”

According to Altemeyer, liberals are more likely to have parents who “modeled 
equality within the family” and who “nurtured a ‘question and decide’ approach 
to life rather than [a] ‘memorize and obey’” one.3 These left-of-center test-takers 
tend to endorse RWA items such as the following:

•  “The sooner we get rid of the traditional family structure, where the father 
is the head of the family and the children are taught to obey authority 
automatically, the better. The old-fashioned way has a lot wrong with it.”*
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Figure 40. RWA Scores Tracked over Twelve Critical Years.

Between the first two tests, the impact of college made the cohort’s average 
RWA score drop by 11 percent. Why did Altemeyer’s students become more 
liberal, even as they aged four years? The main reason is probably sample bias: 
the students were a self-selected group that had chosen, in the course of a liberal-
arts education, to study psychology. And social scientists, according to a 2010 
study published in the New York Times, are over twice as liberal as the average 
worker.7 So four years of taking classes from liberal professors could have made 
psychology students more liberal. This theory coincides with Altemeyer’s own 
data: between their freshman and their senior year, the RWA scores of initially 
conservative students (in the top quartile of RWA scores) dropped 2.4 times 
more than the scores of the liberal freshmen.

Between the ages of twenty-two and thirty, the average RWA score grew 
more conservative by 5.4 percent. A huge difference emerged among the cohort 
at the age of thirty, however, when Altemeyer separated the students who had 
had children from those who hadn’t. His twenty-three former students without 
children had virtually the same average RWA score as they did as college seniors; 
their score had increased by less than 1 percent. But in the case of the forty-eight 
former students who had children, their RWA scores became 9.4 percent more 
conservative.8 

Of course, we still don’t know for sure whether having children makes 
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Figure 43. Meat Calories Per Day Acquired by Aché Males.

In environments of greater scarcity, hunter-gatherer peoples take even 
longer to reach economic independence. Hadza boys in Tanzania, for instance, 
spend long hours stalking game but bring home very little meat. Among the 
!Kung of the resource-poor Kalahari Desert, men younger than twenty-five “are 
known to be incompetent hunters.”3 If young !Kung men cannot provide for 
themselves, they obviously cannot provide the reliable meals that young chil-
dren need. Consequently, the median age when most !Kung men first marry 
is 25.5 years (!Kung women, in contrast, first marry at a median age of 17.4 
years—around the onset of sexual maturity).4

Before the age of twenty-five, then, a typical !Kung man depends on his 
family to meet his nutrient-consumption requirements. So the young !Kung’s 
experience of the world is likely biased by an environment rich in kin-selection 
altruism. It would also suit him to expect cooperation from his close kin. After 
the age of twenty-five, however, when he becomes a net producer and is regu-
larly asked for food from competitive dependents, he should grow more attuned 
to self-interest.

Americans are actually not so different from these hunter-gatherer groups when 
it comes to the economics of dependence and support. Like the Aché males 
who first become self-sufficient in their early twenties, Americans typically 
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The two oil-exporting countries had cooperated closely in OPEC, and Iran had 
invested billions of dollars in developing industries in Venezuela.

In July 2006, Iran awarded Chavez its highest honor—the Islamic Republic 
Medal—for supporting Tehran in its conflict with the international community 
concerning its nuclear-energy program. Five months earlier, Venezuela had 
opposed the International Atomic Energy Agency’s decision to report Iran’s sus-
pected nuclear-weapons program to the UN Security Council.51

Figure 44. Map Showing the Partition of Poland, according to the Soviet-
Nazi Agreement Made in 1939 (from the Collection of the Archives of 
Modern Records in Warsaw; oval added for emphasis).
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independent variables weakened the relationship; these may have included different 
levels of malnutrition and stress between the generations compared, misattributed 
paternity, acquired or genetic illnesses, maternal health and age during pregnancy, or 
the combination of the many height-influencing genes that happened to be inherited. 

Thus, a correlation between two sets of measurements indicates the strength 
of the linear relationship between them when plotted on a graph. It’s easiest 
to understand correlations visually (as in figure 45): the fatter the scatter, the 
weaker the correlation. Positive correlations mean that both measurements 
increase together, while a negative sign means that one measurement increases 
while the other one decreases, creating a downhill slope. The second row shows 
that even the strongest possible correlation of ±1.0 can have different slopes; 
this means that a perfectly predictable relationship can exist where the depen-
dent variable changes at a slower, equal, or faster rate than the independent vari-
able—as long as the proportional relationship remains the same.a

Figure 45. Correlation Coefficients and Graphs of the Two Variables 
Compared.

No explanation of correlations could be complete without the following 
warning: correlation does not prove causation! Consider this relationship: if an 
American individual disapproves of black-white dating, there is a good chance 
that this person approves of schools firing homosexual teachers. The correlation 
between these two attitudes, according to the Pew Research Center’s 1987–2003 
Values Survey, is –0.77.1

But what does one view have to do with the other? It could be that homo-
phobia directly causes disapproval of black-white dating (ethnocentrism); 
alternatively, maybe ethnocentrism is the direct cause of homophobia. Perhaps 
ethnocentrism indirectly brings about homophobia through some third factor. 
Or it could be that “conservatism” is the independent cause of all three factors. 
More often than not, especially in the social sciences, multiple factors correlate 
with the phenomenon of interest.

To avoid cluttering the pages with numbers, this book uses words to denote 
the strength of a correlation:
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Obama, to win.8 When put to statistical scrutiny, in fact, a combined measure of 
real GDP growth and inflation can predict the electoral fate of incumbent parties 
in 76 percent of the last twenty-five US presidential elections, according to stat-
istician wunderkind Nate Silver.9 

Finally, The American Voter’s lowest category, which encompassed 22.5 
percent of Americans, was called “absence of issue content.” In other words, 
this group knew absolutely nothing about politics, with the possible exception 
of affiliation with a party or an attraction to a candidate’s looks or personality. 
Most in this group didn’t bother to vote.10

Figure 46. Percentages of the American Electorate in Each Level of Ideo-
logical Coherence (1956–2000 averages).

In retrospect, The American Voter made a critical point: differences between 
individuals in political awareness and attitude coherence were as large and 
important as the left-right ideological differences that divide us.11 At the same 
time, we now have better data for categorizing the American electorate into 
these groups, thanks to political scientists like Kathleen Knight. And the cumu-
lative results paint a less pessimistic picture for democracies. By averaging ten 
samples from the elections between 1956 and 2000, the pie chart in figure 46 
shows what proportion of Americans tested into each category.12

These categories help break down what is really a spectrum of ideological 
coherence. At one end, about 22 percent of the population doesn’t know or care 
very much about politics. This apathy seems to correspond with the percentage 
of Americans who perennially can’t name their vice president. The next level up 
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Figure 47. Percentage Who Agree with Government Intervention for Racial 
Desegregation of Neighborhoods, by Ideology and Education (1991).

The chart suggests that exposure to higher levels of education may make 
people more liberal if they are liberal to begin with; conservatives, overall, seem 
to change less with education, although attaining more degrees can increase 
conservatism as well. Political scientists have found that higher education levels 
in Europe have the same polarizing effect on political ideologies, as do higher 
levels of political awareness in America.15

Our Political Nature.indd   426 6/25/13   3:24 PM

PROPERTY OF PROMETHEUS BOOKS




