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Darwinian Conflict Theory

A Unified Evolutionary Research Program

Stephen K. Sanderson

At the turn of the last century, Darwinian approaches to human behavior were 
popular in social science. That human behavior had a biological foundation was 
widely accepted and not particularly controversial. But in the 1920s and 1930s 
a reaction against biological explanations set in, and a kind of social and cultural 
determinism arose; it remains dominant today in one guise or another. And yet 
in the 1970s and 1980s a number of social scientists, frustrated with the lack of 
progress in their field, began to reconsider human biology and turned once again to 
Darwinism to provide theoretical foundations for a science of society. The new Dar-
winism—known variously by the names sociobiology, evolutionary psychology, and 
human behavioral ecology—has led to enormous progress, but in and of itself leaves 
many social phenomena unexplained. In this chapter I bring other approaches—in 
particular, sociological conflict theory, rational choice theory, cultural material-
ism, and social evolutionism—into contact with the new Darwinism and create a 
synthesis that I call Darwinian conflict theory. Though called a theory for purposes 
of simplification, Darwinian conflict theory is in actuality a large-scale Lakatosian 
research program. A crude version of this program was developed some years ago, 
but the version offered here is much more fully worked out. It contains 51 axioms, 
52 postulates, 19  theories, and 354 propositions. The theories and propositions 
apply to reproductive behavior, parental investment, economic subsistence and 
exchange, dietary choice, incest avoidance, human sexuality, mate choice, kinship 
and marriage, gender differentiation and inequality, status and resource competi-
tion, geopolitics, aggression and violence, ethnic attachment, and religious beliefs 
and rituals. I conclude the chapter by indicating the kinds of evidence that would 
falsify Darwinian conflict theory.

Introduction

Mature sciences consist of research programs, or sets of general axioms and postulates 
and more specific theories and propositions (Lakatos 1970). The axioms and postulates 
serve as guides to the formulation of the theories and propositions, which must be not 
only testable but, in the philosophy of science of Karl Popper (1959), falsifiable. In the 
social sciences at least, at the core of theories and propositions are explanations, although 
they may also consist of empirical generalizations. It is these theories and propositions 
that are subjected to direct tests.
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Individual theories and propositions that survive empirical tests reflect favorably on 
the research program itself. However, Imre Lakatos stresses that it is always the case that 
some of a research program’s theories and propositions will not survive these tests. They 
may be decisively refuted. But this does not refute the research program so long as the 
number of falsifications is not too large and alternative theories and propositions can be 
formulated. Research programs are always subject to emendations as empirical research 
advances. For example, a cardinal principle in evolutionary biology for the past century 
has been the emphatic rejection of Lamarckian inheritance of acquired characteristics. 
This was thought to be impossible. However, it is now theorized, with supporting evidence, 
that environmental perturbations can affect the expression of genes and that the changes 
can be transmitted genetically. A new concept, epigenetics, has been introduced (West-
Eberhard 2003; Jablonka and Lamb 2005). If the advocates of epigenetics turn out to be 
correct, then a fundamental postulate of evolutionary biology will have been overturned 
and replaced by a new postulate, but most of evolutionary biology will still stand. This is 
one way in which research programs progress.

Research programs in sociology and the social sciences more generally are usually 
focused on the particular phenomena of subfields, although in principle they can be 
discipline-wide. Thus in sociology we have the rational choice program of religion devel-
oped by Rodney Stark and colleagues (Stark 1996, 1999, 2007; Stark and Bainbridge 1987; 
Stark and Finke 2000) and the state-centered research program of revolutions (Tilly 
1978; Skocpol 1979; Collins 1995; Goldstone 1991; Wickham-Crowley 1992; Goodwin 
2001). But the aim of this chapter is much more ambitious. It is to develop a discipline-
wide research program and to do so by means of a synthesis of several existing programs.

Synthesis involves selecting elements from different research traditions and recom-
bining and fusing them into a novel research tradition that is similar to its parents, yet 
notably distinct. It involves, in other words, taking portions of traditions t1, t2, and t3 and 
uniting them into a new tradition, T. In the ideal form of synthesis, the new research 
program contains axioms, postulates, theories, and propositions all its own; t1, t2, and t3 
are abandoned, and T becomes the new foundation for research.

This type of synthesis is exceptionally difficult to achieve. A more easily realized type 
of synthesis is a grafting synthesis (Laudan 1977). Here one selects elements of research 
programs thought to be compatible and brings them together. It might be claimed that 
their theories and propositions do not represent different things but simply different 
aspects of the same thing. A sociological research program might have as a key principle 
the notion that humans are especially conflict-prone animals and yet fail to offer any 
rationale for why humans are conflict-prone. This makes the program incomplete and 
thus insufficient on its own. A remedy is to import elements of another research program 
that are thought capable of grounding the principle of conflict-proneness—of explaining 
why there is conflict-proneness in the first place. Or, a research tradition that emphasizes 
conflict-proneness may have a rationale for conflict-proneness, but the rationale is regarded 
by those outside the tradition as incorrect, if not altogether misguided. One then strips 
away that rationale and replaces it with the rationale of a different tradition.

In doing any kind of synthesis, one always has to pick and choose. Different research 
programs cannot simply be glued together in toto, because they always contain incon-
sistent and incompatible elements. One has to select consistent, compatible, or comple-
mentary features of existing programs and discard those elements that do not logically 
fit together. One would also be guided by the objective of retaining what has proved to 
be empirically successful in a program and casting aside what has proved empirically 
false or at least dubious.
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The synthetic research program developed here is a grafting synthesis. I call it Darwin-
ian conflict theory (DCT). An early formulation of this program was carried out in 2001, 
but it was much too crude in that it remained at the level of axioms and postulates (Sand-
erson 2001). Here I use a revised and extended version of these axioms and postulates 
to formulate a series of theories and propositions regarding the most salient dimensions 
of human social life. I offer 51 axioms, 52 postulates, 19 theories, and 354 propositions.

The most important criteria for evaluating research programs and their components 
are (1) testability, (2) empirical success, (3) parsimony, (4) generality, and (5) productivity 
(Sanderson 2012; cf. Black 1995). Propositions generated by research programs must be 
capable of being tested against observations and must be formulated in such a way that 
they can be falsified. Other things equal, the best theories are those that have been most 
rigorously tested and that have survived these tests relatively unscathed. Either there are 
no falsifying observations, or any such observations are few in number (anomalies are 
a virtual constant in science). Research programs should be parsimonious in that their 
core principles can be simply and efficiently stated. They should also be highly general, 
which is to say they apply to the largest number and diversity of phenomena. Finally, they 
should be productive in the sense that new propositions and empirical predictions can 
be derived from them.

I contend that the research program offered here meets these criteria with reasonable 
success. Its theories and propositions can all be falsified. Indeed, they have all been tested, 
some of them extensively. Many of these have survived falsifying tests quite well. Others 
require much more extensive testing and thus are highly provisional.

Although DCT contains many theories and propositions, its parsimony lies in the 
simplicity and straightforwardness of its axioms and postulates. Because these compo-
nents of DCT apply to an extremely large part of the social world, it has an exceptionally 
high level of generality.

The Background Research Programs

The background research programs that are part of the DCT synthesis are five in number:

	 1.	 Sociobiology
	 2.	 Rational choice theory
	 3.	 Sociological conflict theory, especially in its more Weberian form
	 4.	 Cultural materialism
	 5.	 Social evolutionism

What are the principal elements of each that go into the synthesis?

Sociobiology

Sociobiology is a derivative of Darwinian evolutionary biology. It is closely related to two 
other Darwinian approaches, evolutionary psychology and human behavioral ecology. 
Its most basic postulates are:

•	 Humans are organisms whose brains have evolved by natural and sexual selection.
•	 The brain contains domain-specific modules that represent evolutionary 

adaptations.
•	 These evolutionary adaptations, which evolved in the ancestral environment of 

small hunter-gatherer societies prior to 10,000 years ago, direct behavior with the 
aims of maximizing survival and reproductive success.
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•	 Evolutionary adaptations interact with a socioecological context, or total set of 
ecological, demographic, technological, economic, social, political, religious, 
cultural, and so on, circumstances to produce behavioral outcomes.

•	 Evolutionary adaptations are the ultimate foundation for the structure of societies, 
which evolve as social adaptations.

Sociobiology provides the foundational principles for DCT. A proper research program 
requires a metaphysic, by which I mean here a set of “first principles” beyond which it is 
not necessary to go. This makes DCT “reductionist” but in the best sense of the term: 
good science is by its very nature reductionist. However, this reductionism is tempered 
by the other research programs that make up the synthesis. (For a much fuller discussion 
of sociobiology, see Sanderson 2012: 157–181.)

Rational Choice Theory

Rational choice theory’s basic principles are (Friedman and Hechter 1988):

•	 Social behavior is the result of individual actors who act purposively to maximize 
benefits and minimize costs with respect to certain preferences or goals.

•	 People’s intentional actions are subject to constraints in the form of opportunity 
costs, or costs associated with not pursuing certain courses of action, and insti-
tutional constraints, which act as positive or negative sanctions on any course 
of action.

•	 Actors possess limited information concerning what choices will best realize 
their preferences, and thus their assessment of the best means to realize their 
preferences will sometimes fail.

•	 Individuals act rationally in accordance with their own subjective sense of what 
is in their interests.

•	 Choices made by individuals concern the means to achieve certain ends, not the 
ends themselves.

•	 Societies are the aggregated result of the individual choices and decisions of its 
constituent members.

One limitation of rational choice theory is that many features of human behavior do 
not involve conscious calculation at all, and thus no real “choice” in the technical sense of 
the term. Much behavior is driven by unconscious motives over which individuals have 
no knowledge or control. A second difficulty with rational choice theory is its inability 
to explain the nature and origin of human preferences. Rational choice theorists simply 
bracket preferences out and focus entirely on the means to ends, not the ends themselves. 
This is a serious lacuna.

A solution to both problems is to introduce sociobiology and its relatives. Sociobiol-
ogy and rational choice theory are alike in that both are methodologically individualist 
approaches that assume individual actors pursuing their interests. But sociobiology can 
take rational choice principles further by grounding them in evolutionary principles 
and thus providing one solution to the problem of preferences (Hirshleifer 1977; Rich-
erson and Boyd 1992; Nielsen 1994). As Hirshleifer (1977: 19) has said, “The biological 
approach to preferences . . . postulates that all such motives or drives or tastes represent 
proximate aspects of a single underlying goal—fitness. Preferences are governed by the 
all-encompassing drive for reproductive survival.” Sociobiology also assumes that much 
human behavior is driven by unconscious motivation and thus helps to overcome the 
other limitation of rational choice theory mentioned above.
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What, then, is rational choice theory’s distinctive contribution to the synthesis? Does 
it add anything not already there? Yes. It helps us understand many human choices, and 
even institutional practices, that cannot be predicted from Darwinian principles alone. 
For example, most people are heterosexuals and prefer heterosexual sex to any other kind 
of sex. But what will they do if such sex is unavailable? Masturbation most obviously 
comes to mind, but over time this is a rather poor substitute since humans are highly 
social and like human contact, including sexual contact. The next choice would be some 
sort of homosexual activity, which we know is relatively common in situations where men 
are confined together and women are absent (prisons, ships at sea, etc.). Here we see that 
individual actors are trying to achieve certain preferences or goals within the context of 
environmental constraints. Sociobiology alone does not predict such situational homo-
sexuality. (For a fuller discussion of rational choice theory, see Sanderson 2012: 94–110.)

Conflict Theory

In its most general form, conflict theory’s key principles are (Collins 1974, 2009; Sand-
erson 2012: 32–74):

•	 The essence of social life is people competing for resources that are scarce.
•	 Economic resources and social power are the most important, but not the only, 

resources that people seek.
•	 Because of the competition for scarce resources, individuals and groups frequently 

come into conflict over the distribution of these resources.
•	 This conflict commonly leads to the formation of dominant and subordinate 

groups; conflict is both intrasocietal and intersocietal.
•	 On the intrasocietal level, dominant groups tend to gain priority over subordinate 

groups in structuring society to favor their interests.
•	 On the intersocietal level, societies seek to realize their interests through domi-

nating and controlling other societies.

It is common to distinguish between Marxian and Weberian versions of conflict theory. 
Their main differences are:

•	 Methodological holism (Marx—e.g., individuals are embodiments of class rela-
tions and class interests) vs. methodological individualism (Weber—e.g., the 
actions of states are the actions of individuals)

•	 Class conflict as the fundamental form of conflict that determines other forms of 
conflict (Marx—e.g., states serve the interests of dominant classes) vs. no form 
of conflict is more fundamental than any other form (Weber—e.g., states have 
their own interests separate from and often in conflict with dominant classes)

•	 Social conflict is rooted in private property ownership and can be resolved through 
collectivization of the means of production (Marx) vs. social conflict is integral 
to social life and inevitable (Weber)

•	 The source of self-interest: it arises from class membership based on property 
ownership (Marx) vs. is a natural human condition expressing itself in all dimen-
sions of social life (Weber)

There are other differences, but these are the most fundamental for our purposes (Collins 
1974, 2009; Sanderson 2012).
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Sociobiology may be considered a type of conflict theory and, in fact, the deepest form 
of conflict theory. Sociobiology and Marxian conflict theory are theoretical traditions 
that seem, on the surface at least, utterly incompatible. After all, Marxists are usually 
extremely critical of sociobiological arguments, on both theoretical and political grounds. 
But there is much more of a connection than is initially apparent. Jerome Barkow has said 
that “a sociobiological theory of society . . . is, necessarily, a conflict theory” (1989: 118). 
Marx himself read The Origin of Species in 1860 and in early 1861 said to Engels in a letter 
that “Darwin’s book is very important and serves me as a natural-scientific basis for the 
class struggle in history” (quoted in Taylor 1989: 409). Indeed, Wilhelm Liebknecht, an 
important German socialist leader who visited Marx frequently, indicated that “when 
Darwin drew the consequences of his investigations and presented them to the public, we 
spoke for months of nothing else but Darwin and the revolutionizing power of his scien-
tific conquests” (quoted in Feuer 1978: 109). Both Marx and Engels were very unhappy 
with Darwin’s reliance on Malthus’s concept of the struggle for existence, but nonetheless 
the “class struggle came to be regarded as the form which the struggle for existence took 
in class societies; the materialistic conception of history was derived as a limiting case of the 
biological struggle as it obtained for the conditions of the human species” (Feuer 1978: 110; 
emphasis added). It is most unfortunate that the extraordinary implications of this last 
idea have never been properly developed. It is one of the main tasks of DCT to draw out 
these implications and state them formally.

Weberian conflict theory fits even better in terms of the differences between the Marx-
ian and Weberian versions outlined above. Randall Collins recognizes this to some extent 
when he says that “Darwin is in the background for all of the later nineteenth-century 
conflict theory” (1974: 148) and that “conflict theory is Machiavelli without the Prince, 
Marx without Hegel, Darwin without Spencer, Weber without idealism, Freud without 
Victorianism” (1974: 150). In his early book Conflict Sociology, Collins gives prominent 
attention to ethology, a forerunner of sociobiology. He says that we need to remember that 
man is an animal, which then takes us back to Darwin (Collins 1975: 91). Unfortunately, 
Collins abandoned this line of thinking in all of his later work. A golden opportunity was 
missed. He tells us that humans are highly conflict-prone organisms but cannot tell us 
why they are conflict prone. The conflict-prone nature of humans is an unexplained given, 
an assertion that goes completely untheorized. In my view Collins’s assertion is correct, 
but he leaves unanswered the question why it is correct.

Collins is sensitive to the necessity of establishing microfoundations, but his micro-
foundations are inadequate to sustain any type of conflict theory. These foundations 
are located in what Collins calls interaction ritual theory (IRT), which he derives from 
Durkheim and Erving Goffman. Durkheim did not develop this explicitly; Collins sees 
it as implicit in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. Goffman developed it explic-
itly, largely from ethology, which he studied as a graduate student.1 Collins uses IRT to 
develop some interesting insights, but it also leads him into dubious assertions, such as 
claiming that people want material possessions only for their status value. He even feels 
the need to raise the question of why people eat; the answer is apparently not to survive 
but to be able to continue to participate in interaction rituals.

In my view a much more useful part of Collins’s (2004) IRT is his concept of emotional 
energy (EE). EE is a feeling of exhilaration gained from successful interaction rituals; its 
downside comes from unsuccessful rituals and is tantamount to a kind of depression. EE is 
a concept that, sufficiently tweaked, can fit very nicely inside a Darwinian paradigm. It is 
in essence a kind of psychological kick or payoff individuals get when they are successfully 
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achieving their goals. Status-conferring rituals lead to EE, but status-losing rituals lead 
to its opposite. The obvious next step in this line of thinking is to see that gaining status 
has this payoff effect to keep individuals striving for it; the desire to experience EE is the 
proximate cause of status-seeking, whose ultimate cause is evolutionary.

Without demonstrating any familiarity with Collins’s work, Richard Alexander shows 
how the EE concept can be reformulated in Darwinian terms:

Happiness and its anticipation are thus proximate mechanisms that lead us to per-
form and repeat acts that in the environments of history, at least, would have led to 
greater reproductive success. This is a central hypothesis in evolutionary biology. 
Paralleling it in importance is the hypothesis that control of resources is the most 
appropriate route to reproductive success. .  .  . Similarly, I presume that status is 
typically a vehicle toward resource control and an outcome of it. If these ideas are 
correct, then humans should always experience pleasure when they gain in status 
or increase their control of resources (unless they do so at large expense to close 
relatives or spouses), and they should experience some converse feeling when they 
lose status or resource control (except, sometimes, when they transfer it to relatives 
or spouses). (1987: 26–27)

There is one important difference between EE as Collins conceives it and as it is 
conceived within DCT. EE for Collins results not just from status attainment but even 
more from the intensity of social interaction. Interaction rituals are, after all, interaction 
rituals. But interaction rituals, I would contend, will be most likely to produce EE when 
individuals have central membership roles in groups. This is the link to status striving.

DCT draws more on the Weberian form of conflict theory, although it sees Marx’s 
emphasis on material forces as the most crucial causal conditions as superior to Weber’s 
more eclectic position on this issue (e.g., ideas shape history as much as material condi-
tions). However, Marx’s materialism is now outdated and in many ways inadequate and 
has been substantially improved upon by the cultural materialism of Marvin Harris.

Cultural Materialism

Harris’s (1968, 1979) cultural materialism is an anthropological approach that has drawn 
extensively on Marxian historical materialism, cultural ecology, and social evolution-
ism. A crucial part of Harris’s analysis is his formulation of what he calls the universal 
pattern, or the basic components of all societies. Societies are trichotomized into an 
infrastructure, a structure, and a superstructure. The infrastructure consists principally 
of technology, ecosystems, demography, and techno-environmental relationships. It is 
subdivided into a mode of production and a mode of reproduction. The mode of produc-
tion consists of those things that go into the process of producing the means of human 
survival. It includes subsistence technology and the basic features of the natural environ-
ment. The mode of reproduction consists of those things relating to the production of 
human life itself. It includes demographic behavior (rates of population growth, popula-
tion density, age and sex ratios, etc.) and the technology of birth and population control. 
The structure consists of political economy and domestic economy. Political economy 
involves stratification systems, forms of political organization, and war. Domestic 
economy includes patterns of marriage, family life, kinship, gender roles, and age roles. 
The superstructure is composed of such things as ideology, art, music, literature, rituals, 
sports and games, and science.
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These components are linked by a causal principle that Harris calls the Principle of 
Infrastructural Determinism. This holds that the flow of causation in social life is primarily 
from the infrastructure to the structure, and then from the structure to the superstructure. This 
is understood probabilistically, and allowance is made for feedback from superstructure 
to structure to infrastructure. But not only does the infrastructure largely determine 
the structure and superstructure in a synchronic sense; from a diachronic perspective, 
changes tend to occur first within infrastructures and these changes generate reverberat-
ing changes in structures and superstructures. The infrastructure is primary because it 
consists of the means whereby humans produce the basic conditions of human existence 
and reproduce human life itself. Structures and superstructures are therefore adaptations 
to the infrastructural conditions that societies lay down first.

Harris’s earlier work was heavily bogged down by a functionalist conception of societies 
(1968, 1974), but he later switched to rational choice’s cost-benefit assumptions (1977, 
1979)—from explaining cultural patterns in terms of their adaptive value for societies 
to explaining them in terms of their adaptive value for individuals. “Just as a species does 
not ‘struggle to survive’ as a collective entity, but survives or not as a consequence of the 
adaptive changes of individual organisms, so too do sociocultural systems survive or not 
as a consequence of the adaptive changes in the thought and activities of individual men 
and women who respond opportunistically to cost-benefit options” (1979: 61). This gives 
a clear link to rational choice theory, and to sociobiology as well despite Harris’s strong 
criticism of that perspective.

Harris’s Principle of Infrastructural Determinism is a very useful principle, but it is 
insufficiently grounded. As Richard Alexander has pointed out, the principles of cultural 
materialism make sense only in light of sociobiological principles (1987: 26–27):

Harris’s analysis takes economic or “productive” ends as ultimate rather than as 
means to the end of reproductive success. Such analyses are like those which take 
pleasure and happiness as ultimate ends. They cannot explain why the proximate 
mechanisms of pleasure and happiness (Harris’s “bio-psychological benefits”) 
operate as they do, or even why they exist. . . . Harris implies that reproductive suc-
cess, representing “remote and hypothetical interests,” is somehow an alternative 
explanation to more proximate “bio-psychological benefits” as “the most certain 
and powerful interests served by infrastructure.” He sees the “struggle to maintain 
and enhance differential politico-economic power and wealth” as opposed to “the 
struggle to achieve reproductive success.” In the sense of comprehensive explana-
tion, however, the relationship between such proximate and ultimate factors is not 
adversarial. Rather, neither can be explained without the other. . . . I cannot imagine 
how cultural materialist explanations of human behavior and institutions can ever 
make real or complete sense except in light of a continuous history of natural selec-
tion of genetic alternatives.

Moreover, Harris was on the cusp of recognizing such a thing himself. Consider, for 
example, this assertion: “True, sociobiological models based on reproductive success 
and inclusive fitness can yield predictions about sociocultural differences that enjoy a 
degree of empirical validity. . . . But the reason for this predictability is that most of the 
factors which might promote reproductive success do so through the intermediation of 
bio-psychological benefits that enhance the economic, political, and sexual power and 
well-being of individuals and groups of individuals” (Harris 1979: 139). This illustrates 
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almost perfectly the postulate that evolutionary mental adaptations interact with socio-
ecological context to produce behavioral outcomes. Cultural materialism’s proximate 
causes are rooted in sociobiology’s ultimate causes. People seek economic resources and 
power because these are the principal means of achieving reproductive success.

Unfortunately, many of Harris’s specific theories have now been cast into doubt, if not 
falsified. These are his theories of war, male domination, the potlatch, the incest taboo, 
fertility levels, and status seeking. (See Sanderson [2007a: 205–212] for explications and 
critiques of these theories.) In all cases a Darwinian approach can offer better explana-
tions of these phenomena.

Social Evolutionism

To a large extent, social evolutionism is not an autonomous theoretical approach but a 
component of other approaches. There are numerous types of theories of social evolution 
that are not only different but often contradictory (Sanderson 1990, 2007b). Some theories 
of social evolution have been functionalist and idealist (e.g., Parsonian evolutionism), 
whereas others have been materialist and employed, at least implicitly, rational choice 
principles (e.g., Harris, Sanderson). The version of evolutionism endorsed here is of the 
latter type (for details see Sanderson 1994a, 1995).

Social evolutionism’s distinctive contribution is its emphasis on societies as dynamic 
entities. By looking at how societies change, it is much easier to reveal how and why cer-
tain social arrangements may be adaptive. This connects it to Darwinian evolutionism 
in the sense that change is constant and new forms arise out of old ones as adaptations 
to new circumstances.

Darwinian Conflict Theory: Axioms

And now to DCT itself. I begin with its axioms and then pass on to postulates, theories, 
and propositions.

Webster’s Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary offers several definitions of an axiom: 
(1) a self-evident truth that requires no proof, (2) a universally accepted principle or rule, 
(3) a proposition that is assumed without proof for the sake of studying the consequences 
that follow from it. I use the term here primarily in the third sense, although some of the 
axioms qualify under the first and second definitions.

I. General

	 1.	 Like all other species, humans are organisms that have been built by millions of 
years of biological evolution.

	 2.	 Human bodies and brains are products of natural selection. Natural selection is 
selection for survival in specific environments.

	 3.	 Human bodies and brains are also products of sexual selection. Sexual selection 
is selection for the ability to attract mates rather than for survival.

	 4.	 The human brain is the locus of human nature.

II. Evolution of the Brain’s Architecture

	 1.	 The brain evolved to solve the basic problems of survival and reproduction.
	 2.	 The brain evolved in the ancestral environment of small communities organized 

around an economy of hunting and gathering.
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	 3.	 The architecture of the brain consists of evolutionary adaptations to the conditions 
of life in the ancestral environment.

	 4.	 These evolutionary adaptations direct behavior.
	 5.	 Most evolutionary adaptations are facultative. They direct behavior in conjunction 

with individuals’ assessments of environmental context.
	 6.	 The ultimate goal of human behavior is to achieve individual fitness relative to 

other individuals. Fitness is differential reproductive success.
	 7.	 Novel environments, especially modern environments, may deflect behaviors 

from maximizing reproductive success even though behavior is being directed 
by the same domain-specific psychological adaptations.

	 8.	 Evolutionary adaptations do not require conscious recognition by individuals. 
The adaptations that direct behavior are usually below the threshold of conscious 
awareness.

	 9.	 The evolutionary adaptations of the brain are domain-specific mechanisms, or 
specialized modules, that are designed to solve specific problems. The brain is 
not a general all-purpose mechanism.

	 10.	 The brain consists of domain-specific adaptive mechanisms because (a) the adap-
tive problems confronted by our ancestors in the ancestral environment were very 
specific, and specialized adaptations are much better than general adaptations 
in solving specific adaptive problems;2 (b) a great deal of successful behavior is 
dependent on highly variable environmental conditions requiring behavioral 
flexibility, and this flexibility requires highly specialized brain mechanisms.3

III. Adaptive Arrangements

	 1.	 The architecture of the brain consists of evolved biological adaptations.
	 2.	 Social life consists of evolved social adaptations.
	 3.	 Many, probably most, of the organizational and institutional features of human 

social life are the adaptive consequences of people struggling to satisfy their 
interests. But these social arrangements are deeply impregnated by adaptations 
at the biological level and thus not autonomous.

	 4.	 It is individuals who are the targets of adaptations; group adaptations are aggre-
gated individual adaptations.

	 5.	 Group adaptations may exist as the result of intersocietal selection. But societies 
are still aggregations of individuals pursuing their interests.

IV. Human Interests

	 1.	 Humans are engaged in a struggle for survival and reproduction with their fellow 
humans that is inevitable and unceasing.

	 2.	 Human social life is the complex product of this ceaseless struggle for survival 
and reproduction.

	 3.	 The core of social life is individuals pursuing their interests. In the struggle for 
survival and reproduction, humans give priority to their own interests over those 
of others.

	 4.	 Humans’ most important interests and concerns are reproductive, economic, 
and political. Political life is primarily a struggle to acquire and defend economic 
resources, and economic life is primarily a matter of using resources to promote 
reproductive success.
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V. Socioecological Context

	 1.	 The brain’s architecture interacts with a socioecological context, which is the total 
set of environmental circumstances (natural and social) within which people 
engage each other.

	 2.	 Socioecological context, itself biologically impregnated, enables and constrains 
the expression of the brain’s evolutionary adaptations.

	 3.	 To optimize reproductive success, humans must adjust their behavior to socio-
ecological context.

	 4.	 The socioecological context is composed of three basic elements: (a) the eco-
structure, or the basic natural phenomena and social forms essential to economic 
production and biological reproduction, i.e., the ecological, demographic, tech-
nological, and economic structures of a society; (b) the structure, or basic social 
arrangements and institutions of a society apart from the economic; (c) the 
superstructure, or principal beliefs, values, and norms as these are expressed in 
religion, art, literature, myth, legend, philosophy, art, and music.

	 5.	 Although all elements of the socioecological context are of causal importance, 
they are not of equal importance.

	 6.	 The most important causal forces are located in the ecostructure, then in the 
structure, and last in the superstructure.

VI. Self and Others

	 1.	 The pursuit of individual interests leads to cooperative, competitive, and conflic-
tive social arrangements.

	 2.	 Many cooperative forms of behavior exist at the level of social groups or entire 
societies. Cooperative social relations exist because they are the relations that 
will best promote each individual’s self-interests, not because they promote the 
well-being of the group or society as a whole. Natural selection of cooperative 
social relations occurs at the level of the individual, not the group or society.

	 3.	 Cooperative forms of interaction are found most extensively among individuals 
who share reproductive interests, i.e., among kin and especially close kin.

	 4.	 Outside of kin relations, cooperative relations are most likely to be found among 
individuals who depend heavily on each other for the realization of their basic 
interests.

	 5.	 When competitive or conflictive behavior will more satisfactorily promote indi-
vidual interests, cooperative relations will decline in favor of competition and 
conflict.

	 6.	 Competition and conflict under certain socioecological arrangements lead to the 
formation of socially dominant and socially subordinate groups.

	 7.	 Members of dominant groups benefit disproportionately from their social posi-
tion, and therefore are highly motivated to structure society so that their superior 
social position can be preserved or enhanced.

	 8.	 Social life is therefore disproportionately influenced by the interests and actions 
of the members of dominant groups.

VII. Culture Acquisition

	 1.	 The ecostructures, structures, and superstructures that individuals create can, 
for purposes of simplification only, be called culture.4
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	 2.	 Culture is learned behavior but is biologically impregnated.
	 3.	 Culture is not an organic whole or a “thing apart.” It is an aggregation of individual 

beliefs and practices that are the same or similar.
	 4.	 Some culture is transmitted by senior to junior generations by direct instruction. 

This is transmitted culture (Tooby and Cosmides 1992).
	 5.	 Some culture is acquired by junior generations through imitation. This is evoked 

culture (Tooby and Cosmides 1992).
	 6.	 Juniors are strongly inclined to imitate what the majority of both seniors and older 

juniors do. This is frequency-dependent imitation (Boyd and Richerson 1985).
	 7.	 Juniors are strongly inclined to imitate seniors and older juniors of high status. 

This is status imitation (Boyd and Richerson 1985).
	 8.	 Transmitted culture is more difficult to acquire than evoked culture, which is why 

it must be taught.
	 9.	 Evoked culture is easier to acquire, which is why it can be left to imitation.
	 10.	 Humans are creatures of habit and, ceteris paribus, are strongly inclined to resist 

changes in their society and culture.
	 11.	 Imitation will decline in favor of innovation when cultural beliefs and practices 

decline in their level of adaptiveness.
	 12.	 Imitation will decline in favor of innovation when improved opportunities for 

the pursuit of basic human aims emerge.
	 13.	 Some cultural beliefs and practices develop in ways inconsistent with or contradic-

tory to human nature. These practices are unstable and will eventually disintegrate 
or disappear.

Darwinian Conflict Theory: Postulates, Theories, and Propositions

The definition of a postulate (Webster’s Unabridged) is essentially the same as that of an 
axiom. However, I define a postulate here as a fundamental principle that is less general 
and abstract than an axiom and that is attached to a specific substantive content. Postu-
lates express known or assumed facts. Theories are bundles of related propositions, and 
propositions are statements of relationships between variables.

The principal postulates, theories, and propositions of DCT follow. After each proposi-
tion I use asterisks to indicate the extent to which that proposition has been successfully 
corroborated. Popper uses this term to indicate a theory that has been extensively tested 
and so far has not been falsified. This term replaces the term verified, which implies proved 
beyond all doubt, an impossibility for Popper. A single asterisk (*) indicates limited 
corroboration, two asterisks (**) substantial corroboration, and three asterisks (***) a 
high level of corroboration. References to the relevant empirical literature supporting 
the propositions are provided in parentheses. In many instances the references are to 
secondary summaries of the empirical literature, in which case the reader may wish to 
consult the additional references contained in the summaries.

A. Reproductive Strategies Theory

Postulate. All animals have evolved species-specific reproductive strategies designed to 
maximize reproductive success.
Postulate. In order to maximize their reproductive success, people adjust their reproduc-
tive behavior to socioecological constraints.
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Postulate. Reproductive strategies involve trade-offs between the quantity and the qual-
ity of offspring.

	 1.	 In making reproductive decisions, females assess socioecological context for the 
level of dependability of male providers.* (Sanderson 2001: 166–168; Ellis 2004; 
Ellis et al. 2003)

	 2.	 Where male dependability is assessed to be high, both menarche and reproduction 
begin later.* (Sanderson 2001: 166–168; Ellis 2004; Ellis et al. 2003; Chisholm 
et al. 2005)

	 3.	 Where male dependability is assessed to be low, menarche and reproduction begin 
earlier.* (Sanderson 2001: 166–168; Ellis 2004; Ellis et al. 2003; Chisholm et al. 
2005)

	 4.	 Fertility behavior is adjusted to levels of infant and child survival.** (Sanderson 
2001: 169–175)

	 5.	 When infant and child survival levels are low, fertility is high for purposes of 
replacing offspring lost.** (Sanderson 2001: 169–175)

	 6.	 When infant and child survival levels are high, fertility is low because there is 
little or no need to replace lost children.* (Sanderson 2001: 169–175)

	 7.	 Fertility behavior is adjusted to the economic resources available to support 
offspring.** (Sanderson 2001: 169–175)

	 8.	 Fertility is inversely related to the level of female empowerment.* (Sanderson 
2001: 170–171; Sanderson and Dubrow 2000)

	 9.	 In modern industrial societies, people emphasize the quality of offspring over 
their quantity.** (Wiley and Carlin 1999; Kaplan and Lancaster 2000; Cleland 
2001)

	 10.	 Modern industrial societies are characterized by low-low fertility, i.e., fertility 
below replacement level.*** (Frejka and Ross 2001; Chesnais 2001; Allen 2006; 
CIA World Factbook 2010)

	 11.	 Low-low fertility is a function of the high economic costs of children.** (Wiley 
and Carlin 1999; Kaplan and Lancaster 2000; Cleland 2001)

	 12.	 Low-low fertility is a function of high levels of female empowerment and female 
labor force participation.** (Hakim 2003)

	 13.	 Low-low fertility is a function of the degree of pursuit of creature comforts.* 
(Chesnais 2001)

B. Parental Investment Theory

Postulate. Humans adjust their investment in offspring so as to maximize their and their 
offspring’s reproductive success.
Postulate. There is a trade-off between the sexes in parental care and mating. The sex that 
invests more in parental care will invest less in mating, and vice versa.
Postulate. Females invest more in parental care, males more in mating.

	 1.	 Women have a natural inclination to mother that exceeds the natural inclination 
of men to father.*** (Sanderson 2014: 188–192)

	 2.	 Women overwhelmingly monopolize the care of infants and young children in 
all societies.*** (Sanderson 2014: 188–192)

	 3.	 Most women need to mother and feel unfulfilled when circumstances prevent 
them from being able to mother.*** (Hrdy 1999; Sanderson 2014: 191–192)
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	 4.	 The quality of maternal care is contingent upon the circumstances for successful 
rearing of an infant.*** (Hrdy 1999; Sanderson 2014: 189–191)

	 5.	 In premodern societies, infanticide is more likely when and where the conditions 
for rearing are poor and the likelihood of infant and child survival are low. Poor 
rearing conditions include insufficient economic resources, unhealthy or deformed 
offspring, mothers’ lack of social support, and children born too close together.*** 
(Hrdy 1999; Sanderson 2014: 206–207)

	 6.	 Infanticide varies inversely with the extent of mother-infant bonding.** (Sanderson 
2014: 205, 207)

	 7.	 Natural offspring receive better parental care than step-offspring.** (Daly and 
Wilson 1988, 1998; Sanderson 2014: 191)

	 8.	 Abuse and neglect are more frequently suffered by step-offspring than natural 
offspring.** (Daly and Wilson 1988, 1998; Sanderson 2014: 191)

	 9.	 Infanticide is sex-selective.*** (Sanderson 2014: 207–209)
	 10.	 Infanticide is directed more frequently toward the sex with poorer marital and 

reproductive prospects.** (Sanderson 2014: 207–209)
	 11.	 In nonindustrial societies, mothers of high social status will bear more sons, 

mothers of low status more daughters.** (Sanderson 2014: 200–202)
	 12.	 In industrial societies, the social status of mothers is unrelated to the birth of sons 

versus daughters.** (Sanderson 2014: 203–204)
	 13.	 When the marital and reproductive prospects of sons exceed those of daughters, 

parents will invest more in sons.** (Sanderson 2014: 201–203)
	 14.	 When the marital and reproductive prospects of daughters exceed those of sons, 

parents will invest more in daughters.** (Sanderson 2014: 202–203)
	 15.	 In hypergynous societies, daughters of lower-status families have better marital 

and reproductive prospects than sons.** (Sanderson 2014: 208–209) Def.: Hyper-
gynous societies are those in which women systematically marry into higher-status 
families.

	 16.	 In hypergynous societies, sons of higher-status families have better marital and 
reproductive prospects than daughters.** (Sanderson 2014: 208–209)

C. Economic Subsistence Theory

Postulate. Humans adopt the subsistence strategy that provides the best chances for sur-
vival, well-being, and reproductive success within the context of the subsistence strategies 
known and available at the time.
Postulate. Humans have evolved to maximize efficiency. Other things being equal, they 
prefer to carry out activities by minimizing the amount of time and energy they devote 
to these activities, in particular activities considered burdensome and onerous.

	 1.	 Modes of economic subsistence are functions of population density and environ-
mental quality.** (Sanderson 1995, 1999)

	 2.	 Foraging—hunting and gathering—is the primordial human economic adapta-
tion.*** (Sanderson 2014: 41–46)

	 3.	 Most foraging societies exist at subsistence level.** (Sanderson 2014: 46–49)
	 4.	 Foraging economies can be sustained only at very low population densities, unless 

resources are unusually abundant.*** (Sanderson 2001: 264–265)
	 5.	 Foragers adopt strategies of resource collection that will optimize calories pro-

duced and minimize labor time and energy, except when males seek to acquire 
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resources that are harder to obtain and that impress women as potential mates, 
and/or when protein is preferred over plant food.** (Sanderson 2014: 83–87)

	 6.	 The ratio of meat to plant foods in the diet increases as latitude increases.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 44)

	 7.	 Food-storing foragers have larger populations and greater social complexity than 
non-food-storers.*** (Sanderson 2014: 45–46)

	 8.	 Foragers often resist converting to cultivation because cultivation carries greater 
risks and uncertainties and is often more labor-intensive.* (Sanderson 2014: 52)

	 9.	 Foragers will switch to cultivation when increasing population pressure leads 
to declining caloric returns relative to the amount of time and energy invested.* 
(Sanderson 2014: 52–53)

	 10.	 Agriculture arose worldwide beginning ten millennia ago because of increased 
population pressures and declining living standards, and also because warmer 
and wetter climates made cultivation possible.** (Sanderson 2014: 49–53)

	 11.	 Cultivation will be intensified in direct proportion to increasing population densi-
ties and environmental degradation.*** (Sanderson 2014: 58–59)

	 12.	 Pastoralism replaces cultivation in very dry environments.*** (Sanderson 2014: 
59–60)

D. Economic Exchange Theory

Postulate. Humans in all societies calculate the benefits and costs of economic actions 
within the limitations of their knowledge and the constraints of their socioecology.
Postulate. Most individual economic action is self-interested.
Postulate. Humans follow those courses of economic action that maximize benefits and 
minimize costs.
Postulate. Humans are highly sensitive to incentives for economic gain.
Postulate. People have a natural sense of reciprocity. They seek to exchange like for like.

	 1.	 Economic exchange will tend to be mutual and balanced when one party lacks 
the resources or power to put the other party at a disadvantage.*** (Sanderson 
2001: 268–272)

	 2.	 Economic exploitation is directly proportional to the possession of superior 
resources and power by one of the parties.*** (Sanderson 2001: 274–276)

	 3.	 The level of development of exchange relations is dependent on the size and com-
plexity of societies.*** (Sanderson 1995)

	 4.	 Throughout social evolution, exchange relations have expanded, from the local 
to the regional to the supraregional to the global.*** (Sanderson 1995)

	 5.	 Capitalism is based on the natural human inclination for exchange, and therefore 
on the incentives of the parties to exchange for gain.*** (Hirshleifer 1977; Berger 
1986; Sanderson 2014: 68–69) Def.: Capitalism is the production and sale of 
commodities in a market for the realization of maximum profit.

	 6.	 Capitalism is the product of the long-term expansion of exchange relations.** 
(Sanderson 1994b, 1995)

	 7.	 Capitalism develops more easily in societies with greater access to maritime 
trade.*** (Sanderson 1995)

	 8.	 Capitalism develops more easily in societies with decentralized political control.** 
(Sanderson 1995)
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	 9.	 Socialism undermines the incentives of parties to exchange for gain.*** (Berger 
1986; Kornai 1992)

	 10.	 Socialism is incompatible with the natural human inclination for exchange.*** 
(Berger 1986; Kornai 1992)

	 11.	 Socialist economies are unstable.*** (Sanderson 2010; Sanderson and Alderson 
2005)

	 12.	 Because socialist economies are unstable, they will revert to capitalist economies 
over time.*** (Sanderson and Alderson 2005)

E. Dietary Choice Theory

Postulate. People make food choices by evaluating the balance of nutritional and caloric 
benefits and costs of potential food sources.

	 1.	 The universal desire for meat is an evolutionary adaptation because animal proteins 
are more efficient sources of amino acids and other nutrients than plant foods.*** 
(Harris 1987; Hamilton 1987; Rozin 1987; Lieberman 1987; Sanderson 2014: 
81–83)

	 2.	 People therefore value animal proteins more than plant foods.*** (Harris 1987; 
Hamilton 1987; Rozin 1987)

	 3.	 People therefore seek a high representation of animal proteins in their diets.*** 
(Harris 1987; Hamilton 1987; Rozin 1987)

	 4.	 Preferred sources of animal protein are large herbivorous animals because they 
yield a greater energy return per unit of time and effort than small animals.*** 
(Murdock 1967; Abrams 1987)

	 5.	 In foraging societies, people give priority to hunting large herbivorous animals.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 83–84)

	 6.	 In societies with animal domestication and stock breeding, people depend pri-
marily on large herbivorous animals.*** (Murdock 1967; Abrams 1987)

	 7.	 Carnivorous animals will be low-ranked sources of protein because they are much 
less efficient converters of food sources to flesh than herbivorous species.*** (Har-
ris 1985; Abrams 1987)

	 8.	 Carnivorous animals may be eaten when other sources of animal protein are 
scarce.** (Harris 1985)

	 9.	 In modern environments where food is widely available, people may make choices 
based on evolved adaptations but that lead to suboptimal levels of health and 
nutrition.*** (Hamilton 1987)

	 10.	 Insects have been widely eaten in societies throughout the world and throughout 
history.*** (Abrams 1987)

	 11.	 Insects will be eaten more frequently in societies lacking ample supplies of animal 
protein and where large swarming insects are common.** (Harris 1985)

	 12.	 Most food taboos are placed on meat. Plants and fruits are the subject of few 
taboos.** (Fessler and Navarrete 2003)

	 13.	 Some food taboos exist to protect animals with critical nonfood functions or to 
prohibit animals that are ecologically and economically costly.** (Harris 1987; 
Sanderson 2014: 87–92)

	 14.	 Tastes and distastes, including disgust reactions, are learned during a critical 
period of the first two years of life.* (Cashdan 1994; Rozin et al. 1986; Pinker 
1997)
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	 15.	 Disgust is most often associated with animal foods because they are much more 
likely to contain pathogens than nonanimal foods.** (Fessler and Navarrete 2003)

	 16.	 Avoiding foods with high pathogen potential is evolutionarily adaptive.*** (Fessler 
and Navarrete 2003)

	 17.	 People highly esteem sweet foods because of the importance of sweet foods 
(especially fruits) in the ancestral environment.*** (Harris 1987; Hamilton 1987; 
Rozin 1987)

	 18.	 The desire for sweet foods is an evolutionary adaptation.*** (Harris 1987; Ham-
ilton 1987; Rozin 1987)

	 19.	 Dairying economies and genes for adult lactose absorption coevolved in human 
history.*** (Durham 1991; Sanderson 2014: 92–100)

F. Incest Avoidance Theory

Postulate. Humans rarely mate with close kin. Incest avoidance is the norm in all societies.
Postulate. Incestuous mating is genetically maladaptive and reduces reproductive success.
Postulate. Incest avoidance is an evolved strategy to minimize inbreeding depression, i.e., 
the production of unhealthy and defective offspring.

	 1.	 Incest avoidance is a function of the extent to which children of the opposite sex 
are reared together in the early years of life.** (Westermarck 1922; Sanderson 
2014: 109–115)

	 2.	 Children separated at birth and reunited later in life often experience sexual and 
romantic attraction.** (Sanderson 2001: 218–219)

	 3.	 Incest avoidance is often supplemented by strong incest taboos.** (Sanderson 
2014: 114–115)

	 4.	 Incest taboos above and beyond Westermarck effects result from the recognition 
of the deleterious effects of close inbreeding.* (Durham 1991)

	 5.	 Exogamous marriage represents extended incest avoidance and incest taboos.** 
(Sanderson 2001: 238–239) Def.: Exogamy is the practice of prohibiting marriage 
within a lineage or clan.

	 6.	 Sexual bonding varies inversely with familial bonding.** (Sanderson 2014: 
113–114) Defs: Sexual bonding = attachment for sexual intercourse. Familial 
bonding = attachment for caretaking.

	 7.	 Incest is most likely to occur between kin who have failed to develop sufficient 
familial bonds and who experience family dysfunction.** (Sanderson 2014: 114)

G. Mate Choice Theory

Postulate. Human mate choice is the product of sexual selection.
Postulate. Men and women have evolved adaptations for sexual attraction that represent 
the mating strategies that yield the highest levels of reproductive success.
Postulate. The reproductive potential of males greatly exceeds that of females.

	 1.	 Males seek mates who exhibit strong signs of reproductive value.*** (Sanderson 
2014: 126–137)

	 2.	 Males seek younger females because their reproductive value is greater than that 
of older females.*** (Sanderson 2014: 129–131)
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	 3.	 Males value facial attractiveness more than females.*** (Sanderson 2014: 127–129)
	 4.	 Faces whose features are average are judged more attractive.*** (Sanderson 2014: 

127)
	 5.	 Symmetrical faces are judged more attractive.*** (Sanderson 2014: 127–129)
	 6.	 Facial attractiveness as judged by averageness and symmetry is a fitness indicator, 

i.e., an indicator of genetic quality and reproductive value.** (Sanderson 2014: 
128)

	 7.	 Males prefer females with low waist-to-hip ratios because their reproductive value 
is greater than that of females with high waist-to-hip ratios.*** (Sanderson 2014: 
131–137)

	 8.	 Females value status and resources more than males.*** (Sanderson 2014: 
137–139)

	 9.	 Females prefer as mates males with more status and resources than other males.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 137–139)

	 10.	 Males with higher status and more resources acquire more and better mates and 
have more sex with more partners.*** (Sanderson 2014: 141–144)

	 11.	 Males with higher status and more resources leave more offspring under condi-
tions of premodern contraception.*** (Sanderson 2014: 141–144)

	 12.	 Females with higher levels of facial and sexual attractiveness leave more offspring.** 
(Sanderson 2014: 128–129)

	 13.	 Both sexes value sexual fidelity because infidelity potentially compromises their 
reproductive interests.*** (Sanderson 2014: 123–125)

	 14.	 Males show particular concern with female sexual infidelity, whereas females 
show more concern for male emotional infidelity.** (Sanderson 2014: 123–125)

	 15.	 Female sexual infidelity compromises the reproductive interests of males because 
females may then cuckold males. A male who is cuckolded commits resources to 
offspring who are not his own.*** (Sanderson 2014: 123–125)

	 16.	 Male emotional infidelity compromises female reproductive interests because 
males may then abandon their mates for new mates and withdraw resources from 
the original mates and their offspring.** (Sanderson 2014: 123–125)

	 17.	 Both sexes have evolved strategies to detect infidelity.*** (Sanderson 2014: 
123–125)

	 18.	 Sexual and emotional jealousy are the first line of defense against suspected or 
actual infidelity.*** (Sanderson 2014: 123–125)

	 19.	 Males’ additional lines of defense against infidelity include mate guarding by 
means of claustration and veiling and threatened or actual violence toward 
mates.*** (Sanderson 2014: 123–125)

H. Sexual Choice Theory

Postulate. Humans are highly sexed, and sex is a major preoccupation of humans 
everywhere.

	 1.	 Most sex is heterosexual, and heterosexuality is the norm in all societies.*** 
(Uncontested)

	 2.	 Heterosexuality is the norm in all societies because it is the only form of sexuality 
that can promote reproductive success.*** (Uncontested)

	 3.	 The male sex drive is stronger and more urgent than the female sex drive.*** 
(Symons 1979)
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	 4.	 Copulation is a service provided primarily by women to men in all societies.*** 
(Symons 1979)

	 5.	 Prostitution is primarily a female service to men. Therefore, most prostitutes are 
women.*** (Posner 1992)

	 6.	 Males are more interested than females in multiple mates and sexual variety 
because such interest promotes male reproductive success more than female 
reproductive success.*** (Sanderson 2014: 121–122)

	 7.	 Males are more interested than females in casual sex because such interest 
promotes male reproductive success more than female reproductive success.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 119–120)

	 8.	 Males are more interested in viewing naked female bodies than women are in 
viewing naked male bodies.*** (Sanderson 2014: 122–123)

	 9.	 The male desire to view naked female bodies is an evolutionary adaptation because 
it increases the probability of sexual intercourse, and by extension reproductive 
success.*** (Sanderson 2014: 122–123)

	 10.	 Pornography exists in all societies and is consumed overwhelmingly by men.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 122–123)

	 11.	 In societies with high female empowerment, women will display more unrestricted 
sexual behavior than in societies with low female empowerment.* (Sanderson 
2014: 121)

	 12.	 A homosexual orientation—preferential homosexuality—is rare in human socie
ties because it is nonreproductive.*** (Sanderson 2014: 146)

	 13.	 Preferential homosexuality develops when a fetus is exposed to an excess of hor-
mones of the opposite sex during a critical period of neurological development.** 
(Sanderson 2014: 147–148, 151–152)

	 14.	 Many preferential homosexuals exhibit gender atypical behavior in childhood.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 149–151)

	 15.	 Homosexual behavior on the part of preferential heterosexuals—situational homo-
sexuality—is common throughout the world.*** (Sanderson 2014: 144–146)

	 16.	 Situational homosexuality will be practiced to the extent that members of the 
opposite sex are limited or unavailable.** (Sanderson 2014: 145–146)

	 17.	 The relative frequency of different sexual practices is determined by the balance 
of private costs and private benefits of each practice.** (Posner 1992)

	 18.	 Masturbation occurs more frequently among middle-class than among lower-class 
youths because middle-class youths begin to have intercourse at a later age.** 
(Posner 1992)

	 19.	 Petting to orgasm and early marriage are found more frequently in highly religious 
societies because these societies discourage premarital intercourse.** (Posner 
1992)

	 20.	 Intolerance of homosexuality makes it more costly, which increases the desire to 
conceal it. Therefore, the more intolerant a society is of homosexuality, the greater 
the proportion of homosexuals who marry.** (Posner 1992)

	 21.	 The lowest quality of sexual services among prostitutes is provided by street-
walkers and the highest quality by call girls. This is because the search costs for 
streetwalkers are low and the search costs for call girls are much higher.** (Posner 
1992) Def.: Search costs are the amount of time and energy expended in finding 
a sexual partner.

	 22.	 Bestiality is more common in rural than in urban areas because the search costs 
for animals are much lower in rural areas.** (Posner 1992)



Darwinian Conflict Theory  247

	 23.	 Urban areas will contain a higher percentage of homosexuals than rural areas 
because the search costs for homosexual mates are lower in the former.** (Posner 
1992)

	 24.	 In societies in which there is a high ratio of men to available women, opportunistic 
homosexuality and prostitution will be more frequent than in societies with an 
approximately equal ratio of men to available women.** (Posner 1992)

	 25.	 As women have more job opportunities in a society, prostitution will occur less 
frequently.** (Posner 1992)

	 26.	 Most rapists are young men.*** (Sanderson 2001: 191–193)
	 27.	 Most rape victims are women near their peak fertility.** (Sanderson 2001: 

191–193)
	 28.	 Rape is a strategy employed by socially marginalized men to mate when conven-

tional mating is difficult or impossible.** (Thornhill and Palmer 2000; Sanderson 
2001: 191–193)

	 29.	 Rape varies directly with the level of economic inequality.** (Sanderson 2001: 
191–193)

	 30.	 Rape is more common when the risks of detection and punishment are low.** 
(Sanderson 2001: 191–193)

	 31.	 Rape is common in war because the risk of punishment (but not detection) is 
low.** (Sanderson 2001: 191–193)

	 32.	 Rape is a social violation because it is harmful to a woman’s reproductive interests 
and those of her male kin.*** (Thornhill and Palmer 2000)

I. Marital Choice Theory

Postulate. Marriage exists in all societies.
Postulate. Marriage is a reproductive contract that evolved for the successful rearing of 
children.

	 1.	 Most human societies permit or encourage polygyny, or the marriage of one male 
to two or more females.*** (Murdock 1967)

	 2.	 Most males in most known societies prefer polygyny to monogamy.** (Sanderson 
2014: 172–173)

	 3.	 Males prefer polygyny because of their desire for multiple copulations and sexual 
variety.** (Sanderson 2014: 172–173)

	 4.	 The number of wives a man has is directly proportional to his status and 
resources.*** (Sanderson 2014: 171)

	 5.	 The greater the prevalence of polygyny, the greater the degree of reproductive 
inequality among men.*** (Betzig 1986, 2005, 2012)

	 6.	 In highly polygynous societies, many men will be monogamous or experience 
lifelong celibacy.*** (Betzig 1986, 2005, 2012)

	 7.	 Although polygyny exists because men want it, women may prefer polygyny over 
monogamy if the former permits marriage to a man with high status and resources 
and the latter does not.** (Sanderson 2014: 172–173)

	 8.	 Monogamy will displace polygyny when (a) resources are so scarce that no man 
can support more than one wife (ecologically imposed monogamy), or (b) when 
companionate marriage is the principal marital arrangement (socially imposed 
monogamy, or monogamy imposed by law or custom).* (Sanderson 2014: 
173–175)
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	 9.	 All modern industrial societies have socially imposed monogamy because they 
all have companionate marriage.* (Sanderson 2014: 173–175)

	 10.	 Polyandry—the marriage of one woman to two or more men—is rare because it 
is highly incompatible with male sexual strategies.*** (Sanderson 2014: 175)

	 11.	 In the unusual societies in which it is found, polyandry may nevertheless promote 
reproductive success over several generations.* (Durham 1991)

	 12.	 In both nonindustrial and industrial societies, marital dissolution is a positive 
function of infidelity, especially on the part of the wife.** (Betzig 1989)

	 13.	 In nonindustrial societies, marital dissolution is a positive function of infertility.** 
(Betzig 1989)

	 14.	 In both nonindustrial and industrial societies, marital dissolution is a positive 
function of cruelty or maltreatment, especially on the part of the husband.** 
(Betzig 1989)

	 15.	 In industrial societies, the probability of divorce is a negative function of a couple’s 
number of dependent children.* (Betzig 1989)

	 16.	 In nonindustrial societies, to acquire wives the groom’s kin group is usually 
expected to compensate the bride’s kin group.*** (Murdock 1967)

	 17.	 In societies with limited resources, bride service is one mode of compensation of 
the bride’s kin group.*** (Murdock 1967) Def.: Bride service is work provided by 
the groom to the bride’s kin group.

	 18.	 In societies with limited resources, compensation may take the form of the direct 
exchange of women between lineages or clans.*** (Sanderson 2001: 237–241)

	 19.	 In societies with greater resources, the groom’s kin group often pays bridewealth 
to the bride’s kin group.*** (Sanderson 2001: 235) Def.: Bridewealth consists of 
a society’s highly valued goods, for example, cattle among cattle pastoralists.

	 20.	 Bridewealth payments are a positive function of the perceived reproductive value 
of the bride.** (Sanderson 2001: 235)

	 21.	 Bridewealth payments are a positive function of the degree of polygyny in a soci-
ety.** (Sanderson 2001: 235)

	 22.	 Dowry is most common in highly stratified agrarian societies with socially imposed 
monogamy.* (Sanderson 2001: 236) Def.: Dowry is a sum of valuables taken by a 
bride into a marriage.

	 23.	 Dowry is a marital strategy in which a family seeks to secure the best husbands for 
their daughters (i.e., husbands with high status and ample resources).** (Sanderson 
2014: 208–209)

	 24.	 The greater the level of male power in a society, the larger the age gap between 
husbands and wives.** (Sanderson 2014: 130)

	 25.	 In polygynous societies, as men grow older the age gap between them and their 
secondary wives increases.** (Sanderson 2014: 129)

	 26.	 Capitalist industrialization favors a shift to companionate marriage.** (Coontz 
2005)

	 27.	 As companionate marriage increases in prevalence, the expectations for marital 
happiness increase.** (Coontz 2005)

	 28.	 As the expectations for marital happiness increase, marital unhappiness increases.* 
(Coontz 2005)

	 29.	 As marital unhappiness increases, the probability of divorce increases.* (Coontz 
2005)
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J. Kin Selection Theory

Postulate. People organize themselves by genealogical descent in all societies.
Postulate. Humans strongly favor kin over nonkin and close kin over distant kin because 
such favoritism is a principal means of maximizing reproductive success.

	 1.	 In small-scale foraging societies that are highly mobile, nuclear families prevail.*** 
(Pasternak, Ember, and Ember 1997)

	 2.	 In horticultural societies with permanent settlements, people are aggregated into 
large kin groups (lineages and clans).*** (Pasternak, Ember, and Ember 1997)

	 3.	 Lineages and clans are usually exogamous.*** (Murdock 1967)
	 4.	 In agrarian societies, where most people are peasant farmers, people live in 

extended groups, either joint or stem families.*** (Sanderson 2014: 162–163) Defs.: 
Joint family = three generations living under a common roof, pooling resources, 
and normally headed by the eldest male. Stem family = a married couple, their 
unmarried minor children, and one married son and his wife and dependent 
children.

	 5.	 Kin relations are the most important social relations in all nonindustrial socie
ties.*** (Sanderson 2014: 162)

	 6.	 Kin relations decline in importance in industrial societies but are still pervasive.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 163–164)

	 7.	 Because males have greater reproductive potential than females, patrilineal descent 
is the most common form of descent.* (Sanderson 2014: 168) Def.: Patrilineal 
descent is descent through the father’s line. Inheritance passes from fathers to 
sons.

	 8.	 In societies where certainty of paternity is low, matrilineal descent is an alterna-
tive means of achieving reproductive success.* (Sanderson 2014: 168–170) Def.: 
Matrilineal descent is descent through the mother’s line. Inheritance passes from 
mothers’ brothers to maternal nephews.

	 9.	 In matrilineal societies, maternal uncle–maternal nephew ties take priority over 
father-son ties. In patrilineal societies the opposite is true.*** (Sanderson 2001: 
222–223)

	 10.	 Bilateral descent is found when the reproductive prospects of sons and daughters 
are approximately equal. (Empirical prediction) Def.: Bilateral descent is descent 
through both fathers and mothers. Inheritance passes from fathers and mothers 
to sons and daughters.

	 11.	 Most patrilineal societies are organized into patrilocal households.*** (Sander-
son 2001: 222, 224–225) Def.: Patrilocal households involve residence with the 
husband’s father’s group.

	 12.	 Most matrilineal societies are organized into matrilocal or avunculocal house-
holds.*** (Sanderson 2001: 222–223) Defs.: Matrilocal households involve resi-
dence with the wife’s mother’s group. Avunculocal households involve residence 
with the husband’s mother’s brother.

	 13.	 Husband-wife ties are weaker in matrilineal than in patrilineal societies.*** (Fox 
1983)

	 14.	 Neolocal households are found where nuclear families predominate.*** (Sanderson 
2001: 222)
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K. Gender Differentiation Theory

Postulate. Humans, like most animal species, are differentiated by sex.
Postulate. Human sexual differentiation is the underlying biological foundation of gender 
differentiation.
Postulate. Human sexual differentiation interacts with socioecological context to produce 
gender arrangements and gender-specific behavior.

	 1.	 Males are on average more aggressive than females.*** (Sanderson 2014: 216–217)
	 2.	 Males are on average more competitive than females.*** (Sanderson 2014: 

217–218)
	 3.	 Males are on average more risk-prone, females more risk-averse.*** (Sanderson 

2014: 218, 220)
	 4.	 Males everywhere monopolize warfare.*** (Sanderson 2014: 217)
	 5.	 Males everywhere monopolize political leadership.*** (Sanderson 2014: 218–219)
	 6.	 Females everywhere monopolize parenting.*** (Sanderson 2014: 219–220)
	 7.	 Males and females exhibit different cognitive skills.** (Sanderson 2014: 220–222)
	 8.	 Males on average have superior spatial skills, especially for three-dimensional 

object rotation.** (Sanderson 2014: 220–222)
	 9.	 Superior male spatial skills evolved as adaptations facilitating male hunting suc-

cess.* (Sanderson 2014: 220–222)
	 10.	 Alternative hypothesis: Superior male spatial skills evolved as adaptations facilitat-

ing the male search for mates over wide territories.* (Sanderson 2014: 220–222)
	 11.	 Females on average have superior verbal skills.** (Sanderson 2014: 220–222)
	 12.	 Females on average have superior skills for object location memory.** (Sanderson 

2014: 220–222)
	 13.	 Superior object location memory evolved to facilitate female gathering success.** 

(Sanderson 2014: 221)
	 14.	 Gender differentiation is found in all societies.*** (Sanderson 2014: 215)
	 15.	 Both sexes have a strong sense of gender identity.*** (Sanderson 2014: 222–224)
	 16.	 Gender identity is under the strong influence of sex hormones, especially prenatal 

hormones.*** (Sanderson 2014: 222–223, 225)
	 17.	 In foraging societies, women specialize in plant collection because it is more 

compatible with child care than hunting.** (Sanderson 2014: 44–45)
	 18.	 In foraging societies, men specialize in hunting because of their greater physical 

strength, better spatial skills, and lesser participation in child care.** (Sanderson 
2014: 44–45)

	 19.	 In horticultural societies the principal cultivators are usually women.*** (Sand-
erson 2014: 54)

	 20.	 In agrarian societies that use the plow, the principal cultivators are men.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 55)

	 21.	 In agrarian societies without the plow, women contribute more to cultivation than 
in agrarian societies with the plow.* (Blumberg 1984, 2009)

	 22.	 Men prefer occupations that involve building things, working outdoors, and solv-
ing abstract problems.** (Sanderson 2014: 230–232)

	 23.	 Women prefer occupations that involve working with people and providing nur-
turance.** (Sanderson 2014: 230–232)

	 24.	 In modern societies, women are overrepresented in occupations that are people-
oriented and have a strong nurturant component.*** (Sanderson 2014: 233–234)
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	 25.	 In modern societies, men are overrepresented in occupations that involve abstract 
problem-solving.*** (Sanderson 2014: 233–234)

	 26.	 In modern societies, men are more likely than women to choose occupations that 
involve risk and danger.*** (Sanderson 2014: 232–235)

	 27.	 Because of their greater upper-body strength, men are more likely to choose 
occupations that are physically demanding.*** (Sanderson 2014: 232–235)

	 28.	 The representation of the sexes in modern occupations is a direct function of their 
expressed occupational interests.** (Sanderson 2014: 235–237)

L. Gender Inequality Theory

Postulate. Males and females compete for positional advantage.

	 1.	 A sex’s control over resources is the principal determinant of its degree of positional 
advantage. The most important of these resources are economic and political.** 
(Sanderson 2001: 206–212)

	 2.	 Women’s status is a positive function of their contribution to economic subsis-
tence.** (Blumberg 1984; Sanderson 2001: 206–212)

	 3.	 Women’s status is higher in horticultural than in agrarian societies without the 
plow.* (Blumberg 1984; Sanderson 2001: 208)

	 4.	 Women’s status is lowest in agrarian societies with the plow.** (Blumberg 1984; 
Sanderson 2001: 208–209)

	 5.	 Women’s status has improved in modern industrial societies because of their 
increasing economic contribution.** (Sanderson 2014: 228–229)

	 6.	 Women’s status has improved in modern industrial societies because of modern 
technological inventions reducing the amount of time needed for domestic work.** 
(Sanderson 2014: 228–229)

	 7.	 Women’s status has improved in modern industrial societies because of innovations 
in contraceptive technology giving women increasing control over reproduction.** 
(Tiger 1999)

	 8.	 Women’s status is higher in matrilineal societies than in patrilineal societies.** 
(Sanderson 2001: 208)

	 9.	 Because men are more competitive than women, they are overrepresented in a 
society’s high-status positions.** (Sanderson 2014: 217–218)

	 10.	 In modern societies, many women choose occupations that are highly compatible 
with child care.*** (Phipps, Burton, and Lethbridge 2001; Browne 2002; O’Neill 
2003)

	 11.	 Occupations compatible with child care tend to pay less and have fewer oppor-
tunities for promotion.*** (Phipps, Burton, and Lethbridge 2001; Browne 2002; 
O’Neill 2003)

	 12.	 Therefore, women tend to be overrepresented in lower-status, lower-paying jobs.*** 
(Phipps, Burton, and Lethbridge 2001; Browne 2002; O’Neill 2003)

M. Status Competition Theory

Postulate. Status seeking is an evolutionary adaptation that promotes the acquisition of 
economic resources and mates.
Postulate. Status seeking as an evolutionary adaptation is also valued for its own sake.
Postulate. Status seeking has biochemical foundations in the hormone testosterone and 
the neurotransmitter serotonin.
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Postulate. The acquisition of status promoted reproductive success in the ancestral envi-
ronment and may continue to do so in modern environments.
Postulate. People living in modern novel environments engage in status competition 
regardless of its consequences for reproductive success.

	 1.	 People compete for status in all of the groups and institutions of all societies.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 245–247)

	 2.	 Status equality is not natural to humans. To exist, threats to equality must be 
continually policed.** (Sanderson 2014: 247–248)

	 3.	 People acquire emotional energy (EE) from status achievement.** (Collins 2004) 
Defs.: Positive EE = confidence, high self-regard, enthusiasm, exhilaration. Nega-
tive EE = lack of confidence, low self-regard, disinterest, depression.

	 4.	 When people rise in status, their positive EE increases.** (Collins 2004)
	 5.	 When people fall in status, their negative EE increases.** (Collins 2004)
	 6.	 Status is enhanced through the accumulation of resources.*** (Sanderson 2014: 

252–254, 256–259; Veblen [1899] 2007)
	 7.	 Status is enhanced by the conspicuous display of resources.*** (Sanderson 2014: 

252–254, 256–259; Veblen [1899] 2007)
	 8.	 Under some circumstances, status is enhanced by giving resources away.*** 

(Sanderson 2014: 249–251, 256–259; Bliege Bird and Smith 2005)
	 9.	 Status seeking through resource giving signals a person’s special ability to pro-

duce resources.** (Sanderson 2014: 249–251, 256–259; Bliege Bird and Smith 
2005)

	 10.	 Status seeking through resource giving may also signal the possession of an 
extremely large fund of remaining resources.** (Sanderson 2014: 250, 256)

	 11.	 The desire for status is infinitely expandable. One can never have enough status.** 
(Veblen [1899] 2007; Dowling 1979; Hammond 1999)

	 12.	 In societies with sharp status differentiation, rituals of deference and demeanor 
tend to accompany interactions among individuals of higher and lower status.*** 
(Collins 2009)

	 13.	 In societies with sharp status differentiation, high status positions are often 
accompanied by elaborate dress and other paraphernalia.*** (Collins 2009)

	 14.	 Agrarian societies achieved the highest levels of status differentiation in human 
history.*** (Collins 2009)

	 15.	 Status differentiation is accompanied by order-giving and order-taking.*** (Col-
lins 2009)

	 16.	 In highly status differentiated societies, people signify high status by the pos-
session of cultural capital.*** (Bourdieu 1984). Def.: Cultural capital consists of 
refinements in the areas of art, music, literature, language, poise, wit, and overall 
cultural knowledge.

	 17.	 Status differentiation has been partially reversed in the transition to modern 
societies.** (Collins 2009)

	 18.	 The reversal of status differentiation is a direct function of the widespread diffu-
sion of wealth throughout a population.** (Lenski 1966)

	 19.	 The reversal of status differentiation is signified by the elimination or diminution 
of titles, paraphernalia of rank, and rituals of deference and demeanor.** (Collins 
2009)
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N. Wealth Accumulation Theory

Postulate. Humans naturally compete to attain resources because the possession of 
resources promoted reproductive success in the ancestral environment.
Postulate. In most instances the possession of resources promotes reproductive success 
in modern environments.
Postulate. In modern environments resource possession is valued for its own sake irre-
spective of its consequences for reproductive success.

	 1.	 Competition for resources normally leads to resource inequality.*** (Sanderson 
2014: 245–260)

	 2.	 Resource equality can only be maintained if resource competition is constantly 
policed and leveling mechanisms regularly employed.** (Sanderson 2014: 
247–248)

	 3.	 Resource equality can only be maintained in societies of very small scale.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 245–260)

	 4.	 Resource equality can only be maintained in societies living at or near subsistence 
level.*** (Sanderson 2014: 245–260)

	 5.	 When societies exceed subsistence level, resource competition intensifies and 
resource inequality becomes more likely.*** (Sanderson 2014: 245–260)

	 6.	 People are unequally endowed to compete in status and resource competition 
(e.g., some are bigger, more intelligent, more aggressive or ambitious, more clever, 
or more deceitful).*** (Lenski 1966)

	 7.	 The greater the amount of resources produced beyond subsistence level, the 
greater the intensity of resource competition and therefore the greater the extent 
of resource inequality.*** (Lenski 1966)

	 8.	 Because most hunter-gatherer societies exist at subsistence level, they lack resource 
inequality.*** (Testart 1982, 1988)

	 9.	 Hunter-gatherer societies with resource abundance and the ability to store food 
have resource inequality.*** (Testart 1982, 1988)

	 10.	 Small-scale horticultural societies produce small economic surpluses. Resource 
inequality is therefore limited, although status competition may be highly devel-
oped.*** (Lenski 1966)

	 11.	 Advanced horticultural societies with large economic surpluses have resource 
inequality in the form of class distinctions based on wealth and status.*** (Sand-
erson 2014: 252–253; Lenski 1966)

	 12.	 Agrarian societies with very large economic surpluses have great resource inequal-
ity and extreme wealth gaps between nobles and peasants.*** (Sanderson 2014: 
253–254; Lenski 1966)

	 13.	 Wealth is more evenly distributed throughout the population in modern industrial 
societies than in stratified preindustrial societies.*** (Lenski 1966)

	 14.	 A more egalitarian distribution of wealth is a function of the shift to market-
dominated economies and radical changes in the occupational structure.*** 
(Lenski 1966)

O. Geopolitical Theory

Postulate. The struggle for power is universal.
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Postulate. People naturally compete for power because it confers status and resources, 
which promoted reproductive success in ancestral environments.
Postulate. Power can also be pleasurable and rewarding in itself.
Postulate. Although people seek to attain and hold power, they dislike being subjected to it.

	 1.	 The struggle for power can be suppressed only if it is sufficiently policed.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 269–271)

	 2.	 The struggle for power can only be sufficiently policed in small-scale societies 
with extensive face-to-face interaction.*** (Sanderson 2014: 269–271)

	 3.	 The struggle for power is limited to the extent that societies possess few resources 
to control.*** (Sanderson 2014: 269–271)

	 4.	 As a society’s resources expand, the struggle for power intensifies.*** (Sanderson 
2014: 271–281)

	 5.	 The struggle for power is greater when the resources to be controlled are of high 
value.*** (Sanderson 2014: 271–281)

	 6.	 In small-scale societies, most justice is private.*** (Sanderson 2014: 270–271)
	 7.	 As societies evolve in size and scale, public justice gradually replaces private 

justice.*** (Sanderson 2014: 270–271)
	 8.	 The form of political organization is a function of the degree of population pres-

sure.*** (Carneiro 1970)
	 9.	 The form of political organization is a function of the mode of subsistence technol-

ogy and the level of economic surplus.*** (Lenski 1966; Sanderson 1995, 1999)
	 10.	 The form of political organization is a function of the degree of environmental 

circumscription.** (Carneiro 1970) Def.: Environmental circumscription = barri-
ers to exit from an environment due to large bodies of water, areas of inhospitable 
land, or mountain ranges.

	 11.	 The form of political organization is a function of a society’s type of economy and 
the level of its development.** (Sanderson 1995; Collins 2009)

	 12.	 The form of political organization is a function of a society’s relations with neigh-
boring societies.** (Collins 2009)

	 13.	 The form of political organization is a function of a society’s degree of external 
threat.** (Collins 2009)

	 14.	 Small-scale societies based on foraging or simple horticulture lack formal positions 
of power and authority. There are no leaders with binding authority to enforce 
decisions.*** (Sanderson 2014: 269–271)

	 15.	 Where horticulture is more intensive and productive, autonomous villages tend 
to be brought under centralized control of chiefs who have formal authority and 
command obedience and deference.** (Carneiro 1981; Sanderson 2014: 271–274)

	 16.	 The acquisition and maintenance of a high degree of authority within chiefdoms 
requires a military apparatus to check rebellion.** (Sanderson 2014: 273–274)

	 17.	 Chiefdoms evolve into states when political leaders establish an administration 
capable of holding a monopoly of force over a defined territory.*** (Sanderson 
2014: 274)

	 18.	 States control the means of violence through armies and militias.*** (Sanderson 
2014: 274)

	 19.	 States can usually form only in societies using advanced horticultural or agrar-
ian techniques of subsistence capable of producing large economic surpluses.*** 
(Sanderson 2014: 274–278)
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	 20.	 Complex chiefdoms and premodern states use conquest as the principal means 
of obtaining wealth and other resources (land, slaves, etc.).*** (Sanderson 2014: 
278–281; Gat 2006; Snooks 1997)

	 21.	 States seek to advance their level of military technology in order to increase the 
killing power of military forces and weapons and thus the likelihood of successful 
political conquest.*** (Collins 2009)

	 22.	 Most states have centralized bureaucratic leadership.*** (Sanderson 2014: 280)
	 23.	 Decentralized feudal states form when an economy is too rudimentary for cen-

tralized administration and when the presence of the horse permits a warrior 
aristocracy mounted on horseback.** (Gat 2006; Sanderson 2014: 279–280)

	 24.	 Feudal states are rife with internecine conflict.*** (Sanderson 2014: 279–280)
	 25.	 People who are granted or who attain formal authority tend to abuse it. They 

oppress those subject to it in order to maintain or enhance their power and the 
resources that accompany it.*** (Sanderson 2014: 267–269)

	 26.	 In societies with leaders who have formal authority, people have a natural tendency 
to obey them.*** (Sanderson 2014: 266–267; Salter 1995: 15–16, 89–95; Somit 
and Peterson 2005)

	 27.	 People are more likely to obey authority if they consider it legitimate.*** (Weber 
[1923] 1978)

	 28.	 Obedience to authority is an evolutionary adaptation because obedient state 
subjects throughout history were more likely to survive and leave offspring than 
disobedient subjects. (Untested prediction)

	 29.	 The more oppressive the state (up to a point), the greater the likelihood of obedi-
ence. (Untested prediction)

	 30.	 When the power exercised over them becomes too oppressive, people will rebel 
against it.*** (Sanderson 2010)

	 31.	 In most societies, people subject to power lack the resources necessary to success-
fully challenge power-holders.*** (Sanderson 2010)

	 32.	 Revolt against power-holders is common, successful rebellion uncommon.*** 
(Sanderson 2010)

	 33.	 Most attempted revolutions fail because revolutionaries lack sufficient resources 
to overthrow states with powerful military force.*** (Sanderson 2010)

	 34.	 Revolutionaries can succeed only if they are militarily strong, are highly mobilized, 
and are attempting to overthrow politically and militarily vulnerable states.*** 
(Sanderson 2010)

	 35.	 The ever-present desire for power means that people are not naturally predisposed 
toward democratic government.*** (Somit and Peterson 2005)

	 36.	 Democracy is rare in human history.*** (Somit and Peterson 2005)
	 37.	 Democratic government can only arise when the large mass of the population 

possesses resources necessary for the extraction of democratic concessions from 
ruling elites. Such resources have only existed in modern capitalist economies.** 
(Sanderson 2001: 315–318; Sanderson and Alderson 2005: 134–139)

	 38.	 Therefore, democratic governments are found only in modern capitalist socie
ties.** (Sanderson and Alderson 2005: 134–139)

	 39.	 Democratic government is precarious and unstable because of the natural struggle 
for power.*** (Somit and Peterson 2005)
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P. Human Aggression Theory

Postulate. Aggression is the threat or use of violence against conspecifics. The threshold 
for human violence is low.
Postulate. Violence is both interpersonal and intergroup.
Postulate. Violence is easily elicited.

	 1.	 Interpersonal violence (violent assault, rape, homicide) is common and frequent 
in societies lacking centralized authority and laws.*** (Sanderson 2014: 298–302; 
Wrangham and Peterson 1996; Wrangham, Wilson, and Muller 2006)

	 2.	 In every society, most interpersonal violence occurs between and among young 
males.*** (Sanderson 2014: 289–290)

	 3.	 In small-scale societies, the level of interpersonal violence is a direct function of 
the level of competition for women as mates.** (Sanderson 2014: 291–296)

	 4.	 In modern societies, the level of interpersonal violence is a function of the degree 
of economic inequality.** (Blau and Blau 1982; Daly, Wilson, and Vasdev 2001; 
Sanderson 2014: 291–292)

	 5.	 In modern societies, interpersonal violence is most likely among economically 
marginalized men who are competing for status and access to mates.** (Daly and 
Wilson 1988)

	 6.	 Interpersonal violence in all societies is a function of the degree to which men 
experience threats to their status and honor.** (Daly and Wilson 1988)

	 7.	 Only a small proportion of homicides are directed toward genetic relatives.*** 
(Daly and Wilson 1988)

	 8.	 State-organized societies pacify large populations. They limit interpersonal vio-
lence through law. (Uncontested)

	 9.	 Violence of husbands toward wives is directly proportional to male suspicions 
of female infidelity or to actual knowledge of infidelity.*** (Sanderson 2014: 
293–294)

	 10.	 Violence of husbands toward wives is a positive function of wives’ reproductive 
value.** (Daly and Wilson 1988; Wilson and Daly 1993)

	 11.	 Violence of husbands toward wives is a positive function of the age gap between 
them.** (Daly and Wilson 1988; Wilson and Daly 1993)

	 12.	 Violence of husbands toward wives is a positive function of the likelihood or 
actual occurrence of wives’ abandonment of their mates.** (Daly and Wilson 
1988; Wilson and Daly 1993; Buss 2005)

	 13.	 Interpersonal violence has declined dramatically with societal modernization.*** 
(Pinker 2011)

	 14.	 War in small-scale societies is common and frequent.*** (Keeley 1996; LeBlanc 
2003; Sanderson 2014: 298–302)

	 15.	 War deaths in small-scale societies are numerous, and war is one of the leading 
causes of male deaths.*** (Keeley 1996; LeBlanc 2003; Sanderson 2014: 298–302)

	 16.	 The level of war in small-scale societies is a positive function of the degree of 
resource competition and the need to eliminate competitors.** (Sanderson 2014: 
303–304)

	 17.	 Women are the most important resource inducing small-scale war.** (Sanderson 
2014: 304–305)

	 18.	 The desire for revenge is a major cause of war in small-scale societies.*** (Chagnon 
2013)
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	 19.	 Chiefdoms and states are conquest societies.*** (Sanderson 2014: 305–310)
	 20.	 Large-scale war among chiefdoms and states is a positive function of the need for 

more land to support denser populations.*** (Carneiro 1970, 1990; Sanderson 
1995)

	 21.	 Large-scale war among chiefdoms and states is a positive function of the desire 
of ruling elites for more wealth, power, and status.*** (Sanderson 2014: 305–310; 
Gat 2006)

	 22.	 Competition for women remains a motive, even if only a secondary motive, for 
war in large-scale societies.* (Gat 2006)

	 23.	 War in modern societies is a positive function of ethnic conflict (civil war) and 
nationalism (interstate war).*** (Gat 2006)

	 24.	 Modern democratic societies infrequently fight each other in major wars.** (Pinker 
2011)

	 25.	 Modern capitalist societies infrequently fight each other in major wars.** (Pinker 
2011; Mousseau, Hegre, and O’Neal 2003; Gartzke 2007; Gartzke and Hewitt 
2010)

	 26.	 Modern capitalist societies infrequently fight each other in major wars because war 
is no longer the principal means of acquiring wealth in market-based economies.** 
(Mousseau, Hegre, and O’Neal 2003; Gartzke 2007; Gartzke and Hewitt 2010)

Q. Ethnic Attachment Theory

Postulate. Humans have natural (primordial) ethnic attachments, which may be based 
on language, culture, physical appearance, or any combination thereof.
Postulate. Because members of the same ethny share more genes in common with each 
other than with members of other ethnies, ethnic attachments represent extended kin 
selection and thus promote reproductive success.
Postulate. Ethnic attachments evolved when humans lived in tribes in the ancestral 
environment.
Postulate. Strong ethnic attachments are evolved adaptations that promoted the survival 
of one’s tribe, and thus one’s co-ethnics, in intertribal conflict in ancestral environments.
Postulate. Evolutionary adaptations for strong ethnic attachments persist into modernity.
Postulate. Modern ethnic groups are large-scale tribes.

	 1.	 Ethnic attachments frequently lead to the denigration of out-groups. (Uncontested)
	 2.	 The degree of denigration of out-groups is a positive function of their linguistic, 

cultural, or physical differences from the in-group.** (Smith 1981; van den Berghe 
1981)

	 3.	 Denigration of out-groups will be greater when two or more differences (ethnic 
markers) exist simultaneously.** (Smith 1981; van den Berghe 1981)

	 4.	 Denigration of out-groups will be greater when out-groups exhibit different levels 
of economic achievement and success (either more or less).** (Smith 1981; van 
den Berghe 1981)

	 5.	 Race differences arose as humans migrated out of Africa and occupied other 
regions with very different environmental challenges to survival and reproduc-
tion.*** (Sanderson 2014: 321–324)

	 6.	 Race and ethnicity overlap. Ethnies differ biologically as well as culturally.** 
(Sanderson 2014: 330–332; Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi, and Piazza 1994)
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	 7.	 Racism is a positive function of the physical differences between groups and 
achievement levels of the respective groups.** (van den Berghe 1967, 1981)

	 8.	 Racism is ancient and has existed in many societies.** (Sarich and Miele 2004; 
Sanderson 2014: 324–326)

	 9.	 Ethnic heterogeneity is a positive function of the degree of migration and political 
conquest.*** (Smith 1986)

	 10.	 The greater the degree of ethnic heterogeneity within a state, the greater the level 
of conflict.*** (Vanhanen 2012)

	 11.	 The greater the degree of competition of ethnic groups for resources, the greater 
the level of conflict.*** (Vanhanen 2012)

	 12.	 The more an ethny monopolizes political and economic resources, the greater the 
level of hostility directed toward it by other ethnies.*** (Vanhanen 2012)

	 13.	 Violent ethnic conflict is most likely when two or more ethnies compete for control 
of a state.* (Wimmer, Cederman, and Min 2009)

	 14.	 Increasing worldwide immigration will lead to an increase in the amount and 
intensity of ethnic conflict. (Empirical prediction)

R. Religious Choice Theory

Postulate. Humans have a natural religious sense that is an evolved adaptation.
Postulate. Religion provides people with rewards that are otherwise unavailable.
Postulate. In nonindustrial societies, most religious beliefs and practices are directed 
toward this-worldly rewards.
Postulate. In modern industrial societies, most religious beliefs and practices are motivated 
primarily by the search for other-worldly rewards, or rewards otherwise unavailable in 
social life.

	 1.	 As an evolutionary adaptation, religion promotes health.** (Sanderson 2008b)
	 2.	 As an evolutionary adaptation, religion promotes reproductive success.** (Sand-

erson 2008b)
	 3.	 The primordial religious practitioners are shamans.** (Sanderson 2014: 341–342) 

Def.: Shamans are religious practitioners who use trance states for healing and 
curing and for locating game animals.

	 4.	 Some nonindustrial societies have a high god.*** (Swanson 1960; Murdock 1967; 
Sanderson and Roberts 2008) Def.: A high god is a society’s only god and is thought 
to have created the universe and be the source of many natural and supernatural 
events.

	 5.	 Some high gods are active and are worshiped.*** (Swanson 1960; Murdock 1967; 
Sanderson and Roberts 2008)

	 6.	 Some high gods are remote and unconcerned with human affairs.*** (Swanson 
1960; Murdock 1967; Sanderson and Roberts 2008)

	 7.	 Some high gods are concerned with human morality.*** (Swanson 1960; Murdock 
1967; Sanderson and Roberts 2008)

	 8.	 Some high gods are unconcerned with human morality.*** (Swanson 1960; Mur-
dock 1967; Sanderson and Roberts 2008)

	 9.	 In religious evolution, high gods have become more common, more active, and 
more concerned with human morality.*** (Sanderson and Roberts 2008)
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	 10.	 Most religions have no full-time religious practitioners or formal doctrines.*** 
(Wallace 1966)

	 11.	 Ecclesiastical religions arose with the development of civilization and writing.** 
(Sanderson and Roberts 2008) Def.: Ecclesiastical religions are those with priest-
hoods (often full-time) and official doctrines (often written) and in which priests 
interpret doctrines for laypersons.

	 12.	 Ecclesiastical religions may be polytheistic or monotheistic.*** (Wallace 1966; 
Sanderson and Roberts 2008)

	 13.	 Polytheistic religions with numerous specialized gods are characteristic of non-
industrial states.*** (Stark 2007)

	 14.	 Rulers in nonindustrial states look to specialized gods for assistance in the attain-
ment of various worldly goals, such as success in war.*** (Stark 2007)

	 15.	 State rulers engage in exchange relationships with specialized gods by means of 
regular sacrifices of food, especially slaughtered animals.*** (Stark and Bainbridge 
1987; Stark 2007)

	 16.	 Throughout human history, polytheistic religions have been gradually supplanted 
by world transcendent religions.*** (Stark 2007)

	 17.	 Some world transcendent religions are devoted to the worship of a single omni-
present, omniscient, and omnipotent god.*** (Stark 2007)

	 18.	 Some world transcendent religions are polytheistic.*** (Stark 2007)
	 19.	 World transcendent religions impose much greater demands on their followers 

than polytheistic religions.*** (Stark 2007; Norenzayan 2013)
	 20.	 World transcendent religions evolved to meet people’s changing religious needs.* 

(Sanderson 2008a)
	 21.	 The most important of these needs was release from worldly suffering.* (Sanderson 

2008a)
	 22.	 The desire for release from suffering was a response to increasing ontological 

insecurity.* (Sanderson 2008a)
	 23.	 Increasing ontological insecurity was the result of the disruptive effects of the 

increasing intensity and killing power of war.* (Sanderson 2008a)
	 24.	 Increasing ontological insecurity was the result of the disruptive effects of large-

scale urbanization.* (Sanderson 2008a)
	 25.	 Nonindustrial societies contain few atheists.** (Barrett 2004)
	 26.	 Secularization is a positive function of high levels of ontological security.** (Norris 

and Inglehart 2011)
	 27.	 Secularization is a positive function of high levels of scientific and educational 

development.** (Norris and Inglehart 2011)

Falsifying Darwinian Conflict Theory

Popper (1959) has said that a scientific theory must declare, ideally in advance, what 
it empirically forbids. If what is empirically forbidden is observed to occur, then the 
occurrence counts as a falsifying test. However, this falsifying test does not necessarily 
overturn, by itself, the theory or proposition in question. Other tests may be required.

Below is a list of empirical observations forbidden by DCT. To the extent that these 
forbidden phenomena are observed to occur, DCT is falsified. So far none of these for-
bidden phenomena have ever been observed. (The list is partial and mainly illustrative. 
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A comprehensive list would be a practical impossibility within the space limitations of 
this chapter.)

	 1.	 Foraging societies living at extremely high population densities.
	 2.	 Societies in which women hunt and men gather.
	 3.	 Agrarian societies in which women plow and men perform domestic work.
	 4.	 Societies in which people prefer to maximize the amount of time and energy 

devoted to economic subsistence.
	 5.	 Societies in which individuals are indifferent to the costs and benefits of their 

economic behavior.
	 6.	 Societies in which plant foods are more highly valued than animal proteins.
	 7.	 Societies with large-scale dog and cat slaughtering industries.
	 8.	 Societies in which men prefer as mates older women judged to be unattractive.
	 9.	 Societies in which incestuous mating is widespread throughout the population.
	 10.	 Societies in which women show more interest than men in casual sex and sexual 

variety.
	 11.	 Societies in which pornography is consumed primarily by women.
	 12.	 Societies in which neither sex expresses sexual jealousy.
	 13.	 Societies in which most prostitutes are men.
	 14.	 Societies in which men are indifferent to cuckoldry.
	 15.	 Societies in which most rapes are committed by high-status men.
	 16.	 Societies in which there are as many preferential homosexuals as heterosexuals.
	 17.	 Societies in which women prefer as mates men of low status and few resources.
	 18.	 Societies in which men seek as mates women of higher status and women seek 

men who are younger than they are.
	 19.	 Societies without marriage.
	 20.	 Agrarian societies in which companionate marriage is the norm.
	 21.	 Societies in which people consistently favor nonkin over kin and distant kin over 

close kin.
	 22.	 Societies practicing polygyny in which the polygynists are low-status men.
	 23.	 Industrial societies organized in patrilineal clans.
	 24.	 Foraging societies practicing dowry.
	 25.	 Industrial societies with bridewealth payments.
	 26.	 Small-scale societies in which half the population chooses to remain childless.
	 27.	 Societies in which men perform most of the parental care.
	 28.	 Societies in which women invest more in mating than in parental care.
	 29.	 Step-offspring consistently receiving better care than natural offspring.
	 30.	 Societies without sexual differentiation.
	 31.	 Societies in which the sexes have no sense of gender identity.
	 32.	 Societies in which women have superior spatial skills and men superior verbal 

skills.
	 33.	 Industrial societies in which occupations with a strong nurturant component are 

held primarily by men.
	 34.	 Societies in which veiling and claustration are directed toward men rather than 

women.
	 35.	 Societies in which women compete more vigorously than men for high-status 

positions.
	 36.	 Societies in which the achievement of high status is accompanied by a decline in 

emotional energy.
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	 37.	 Societies in which people of high status take orders from those of low status.
	 38.	 Societies of large size and great complexity that have no status distinctions or 

wealth inequalities.
	 39.	 Agrarian societies with constitutional democracies.
	 40.	 Societies in which revolts and revolutions are always successful.
	 41.	 Societies in which people enjoy being dominated.
	 42.	 Societies in which most killing occurs between kin.
	 43.	 Societies in which most warriors are women.
	 44.	 Agrarian states that do not fight wars.
	 45.	 Societies in which most homicides are committed by older women against other 

older women.
	 46.	 Societies lacking a sense of ethnic identification.
	 47.	 Societies with high levels of ethnic heterogeneity in which there is no ethnic conflict.
	 48.	 Societies without religious beliefs and practices.
	 49.	 Hunter-gatherers practicing ecclesiastical religions and modern industrialists 

practicing shamanic religions.
	 50.	 Nonindustrial societies with many atheists.
	 51.	 Trajectories of social evolution in which large-scale and complex societies give 

way to smaller and simpler ones.
	 52.	 Trajectories of social evolution in which inequalities decrease rather than increase 

over time.

Conclusion

DCT is a work in progress. It is unfinished and, indeed, can never be finished. Many more 
theories and propositions can be added to those that already exist, and new domains of 
application will arise, which will require theories and propositions of their own. Moreover, 
some theories and propositions will prove untenable as the result of falsifying tests. They 
will have to be discarded and replaced with alternatives. Logical and other errors will need 
to be corrected. But this is the very nature of science. There are always errors of reasoning, 
anomalies, falsifying tests, new phenomena to be discovered, and new predictions to be 
made. In the near future revised and updated versions of DCT will need to be produced. 
Eventually it will disappear and its corroborated propositions will be incorporated into 
an improved research program. Most of the changes, I suspect, are likely to come from 
the rapidly expanding fields of neuroscience and cognitive science.

Notes

	 1.	 The influence of ethology on Goffman is little recognized (if recognized at all) by sociologists. 
Frank Salter (1995), himself an ethologist, has identified a number of Goffman’s ideas that connect 
with ethology.

	 2.	 Thornhill and Palmer (2000). The evolutionary psychologists Tooby and Cosmides (1989, 
1992) point out that the brain could not have evolved as a domain-general organ because such 
an organ would be too clumsy to have had much adaptive import. “Many adaptive problems that 
humans routinely solve,” Tooby and Cosmides say, “are simply not solvable by any known general 
problem-solving strategy, as demonstrated by formal solvability analyses on language acquisition” 
(1992: 111). They add that “domain-general, content-independent mechanisms are inefficient, 
handicapped, or inert compared to systems that also include specialized techniques for solving 
particular families of adaptive problems. A specialized mechanism can make use of the enduring 
relationships present in the problem-domain or in the related features of the world by reflecting 
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these content-specific relationships in its problem-solving structure. Such mechanisms will be 
far more efficient than general-purpose mechanisms, which must expend time, energy, and risk 
learning these relationships through [an inefficient process of trial and error]” (1992: 111).

Special-purpose mental designs are also implied by our knowledge of how nonpsychological 
adaptations are designed. The human body is nothing at all like a general-purpose system, but 
rather is an extremely complex system consisting of many highly specialized cells, tissues, and 
organs that do very specific things.

	 3.	 Thornhill and Palmer (2000: 18) quote Donald Symons (1987) on this point: “Extreme behavioral 
plasticity implies extreme mental complexity and stability; that is, an elaborate human nature. 
Behavioral plasticity for its own sake would be worse than useless, random variation suicide. During 
the course of evolutionary history the more plastic hominid behavior became the more complex 
the neural machinery must have become to channel this plasticity into adaptive action.”

	 4.	 I do not like the term culture because it has been given many, often inconsistent and contradictory, 
meanings. I have sought to replace it with a more suitable term but have so far been unsuccess-
ful. The closest I have come is the term socioecological context, which has a similar meaning. (This 
term is not my own invention. I picked it up somewhere along the way but have forgotten where I 
originally obtained it. I might have gotten it from Richard Sosis and Candace Alcorta, or from the 
evolutionary ecologist Eric Alden Smith.)
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