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. . . this whole tendency to see ourselves as the center of political enlightenment and
as teachers . . . strikes me as unthought-through, vainglorious, and undesirable.

George Kennan
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Preface

As some of our readers may recall, the disintegration of the USSR in 1991
was enthusiastically hailed in the media as an overwhelming victory for
democracy. Not sharing this general euphoria, we submitted a brief article
to one of this nation’s leading foreign affairs journals, arguing that few if any
of the “liberated” countries would become democracies in any meaningful
sense of that term. After a lengthy wait, we took the liberty of asking the
editor for a decision. His reply, in effect, was that although he personally
agreed with our contention, he had regretfully concluded that his readers
would not welcome our bleak prognosis.

Shortly thereafter, we tried again, this time sending the piece to a jour-
nal aimed primarily at natural, rather than social scientists. Here again, we
encountered editorial agreement—and the same reluctance to publish a
predictably unpopular point of view.

In both pieces, our basic thesis was that, contrary to the prevailing
ideology, humans were genetically predisposed to authoritarian and
hierarchical, rather than democratic and egalitarian, social and political
structures. Even in a so-called Age of Democracy, we noted, democracies
still constituted a definite minority among governments, as has been the
case throughout the ages. This argument, with supporting data, was spelled
out in our Darwinism, Dominance, and Democracy: The Biological Basis of
Authoritarianism (1997), a volume that somehow escaped review by a single
major political or social science journal.

Proving that we were extraordinarily slow learners, we tried again a few
years later—with an even better known publishing house. This book
pointed out the shortcomings of the dominant Standard Social Science
Model and advanced the case for a more Darwinian conception of human
nature in formulating domestic and foreign policy. Again, we apparently fell
below the journals’ radar screen.

We probably should have taken the hint that the times were not yet ripe
for a neo-Darwinian approach to human behavior and to public policy were
it not for the egregious folly of our “nation building” ventures in
Afghanistan and Iraq. To borrow a famous epigram, U.S. policy has been



worse than a crime; in terms of our national interest, it has been a staggering
blunder. In the hope of lessening the likelihood of a repeat experience,
we offer here not so much a moral argument (it should not be done) as a
practical one—it really cannot be done.

For some twenty-five hundred years, the central issue in Western political
philosophy has been “What is the nature of human nature?” Over the past
half century (as we discuss in chapter 2), the newly-emergent disciplines of
Primatology and Human Ethology have provided both a description of, and
an explanation for, the “cross-cultural” behavioral characteristics that Homo
sapiens so consistently manifests. The evidence amassed to date strongly
suggests that Machiavelli and Hobbes were much closer to the mark than
Locke and Rousseau in their strikingly different assessments of human
nature generally and of Homo politicus in particular. This is truly an unwel-
come conclusion but, as Edmund Burke advised in a pre-Darwinian era,
“We cannot change the nature of things and of man, but must act upon
them as best we can.” Unfortunately, the wisdom of Burke’s counsel has yet
to be recognized either by those who set American public policy or by the
great majority of our social and behavioral scientists.
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Chapter One

Introduction

Authors who advocate predictably unpopular ideas or policies have a choice
of tactics: they can risk alienating their readers at the outset or, alternatively,
try to postpone and possibly lessen this danger by an indirect and circuitous
statement. As the next few paragraphs make clear, we have opted for the
former.

Our major thesis is that the United States should drastically curtail, if
not abandon, its efforts to establish democratic governments elsewhere, that
is, the so-called policy of “nation building.” With rare exceptions, this pol-
icy has been unsuccessful in the past; it is unsuccessful today; and is almost
surely certain to be equally unproductive in the foreseeable future.

How to justify this conclusion? Necessarily oversimplified for a one-
paragraph summary, our argument runs as follows: Viable democracies
(there is near-unanimous agreement) require the conjunction of very special
material and social “enabling conditions.” As the relative rarity of democra-
cies and the overwhelming predominance of authoritarian governments
throughout human history testify, this conjunction happens all-too infre-
quently. These special conditions are necessary because we (Homo sapiens)
are social primates and evolution has endowed the social primates with an
innate proclivity to hierarchically structured social and political systems and
an innate tendency to dominance and submission behaviors. A species so
genetically inclined is hardly promising democratic material—which is why
democracies require special conditions, why even today they are a definite
minority among governments, why they are so hard to establish, and why
they tend to be so fragile—and why the resources expended on nation
building would be more productively devoted to strengthening democracy
at home rather than in trying to establish it elsewhere.

We realize that many of our readers will probably disagree with at least
some of that statement. In the remaining pages of this opening chapter,
therefore, we seek to persuade even the most skeptical that our criticisms of
“nation building” are soundly based and our resultant policy proposals
merit serious consideration.



Since we are admittedly advancing an argument that many of our read-
ers are likely challenge, we start with a couple of purely factual statements,
which, in the familiar phrase, “nobody can deny.” They are

1. Throughout history, democracies have been quite rare. Even today,
in the so-called Age of Democracy, they are still a minority and
authoritarian polities a clear majority of existent political regimes—
democratic oases, as it were, in an authoritarian desert.

2. Motivated by the familiar combinations of self-interest, altruism, and
ideology, over the past 60 years the United States has spent countless
billions of dollars and literally thousands of American lives in
attempts to establish democratic governments elsewhere.1 To be sure,
we have not been the only country to do so. Other “Western”
nations, for much the same reasons, have incurred similar, though
much smaller, costs.

3. These efforts have so far been largely unsuccessful. In some countries,
stable governments, let alone democracies, have yet to emerge; in
many of the countries where some degree of political order has been
achieved, the resulting regimes are undeniably and often unabashedly
authoritarian. If we take the creation of viable democracies as our
measure, it would be truly Panglossian to adjudge nation building as
other than a demonstrably failed policy.

That bleak conclusion immediately gives rise to the obvious question:
why has it proven so consistently difficult to establish democratic govern-
ment elsewhere?2 Needless to say, we are hardly the first persons to raise this
question. It has been addressed by many social scientists and the near-
unanimous answer has been that democracies require very special “enabling
conditions” for their birth and survival. In fact, a sizable cottage industry
has developed among scholars seeking to identify the unique conjunction of
economic, social, political, and other similar conditions needed for this
infrequent nativity to occur. And, while they differ on the requisite “magic
mix,” on one point they do concur: these enabling conditions normally take
decades, often generations, to emerge and mature; they cannot be achieved
by import, fiat, or external imposition, no matter how well intentioned.

We certainly agree that special conditions are required and that these
conditions are not readily or often attained. This explanation is fine as far as
it goes—but it does not go far enough. It stops short because most contem-
porary social scientists are trained in, and are committed to, the Standard
Social Science Model (SSSM),3 and the intellectual constraints of the
SSSM—specifically, its unyielding insistence that human behavior “lies
beyond the pale of biological explanation” (Dunbar, 1996: 8)—makes it
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almost impossible for its practitioners to pose, let alone answer, what we
would say is the real problem—Why does democracy require so many “special
conditions” while despotism and authoritarianism can so readily take root and
flourish in almost any setting? Or, if one prefers a more currently fashionable
terminology, why is authoritarianism, rather than democracy, the “default”
mode of human governance? Or, to put it still more pointedly, what is it
about human nature that makes authoritarianism so easy—and democracy
so difficult? If we are to make any headway with this issue, we must aban-
don the SSSM and turn, instead, to contemporary evolutionary theory, a far
more powerful explanatory system.

Folk wisdom warns that “if you may not like the answer, don’t ask the
question.” So it is in this instance. From a neo-Darwinian perspective, these
“special enabling conditions” are required because democracy (much as we
would like to believe otherwise) runs counter to a powerful human behav-
ioral tendency. Biologically speaking, humans are social primates (embar-
rassingly akin genetically to the chimpanzees) and, over several million
years, evolution has endowed the social primates with an innate predisposi-
tion (to understate the matter) for hierarchical social and political structures.
That is, social primates almost invariably form groups, troops, tribes, and
societies characterized by marked individual differences in terms of status,
dominance and submission, command and obedience, and by unequal
access to many of the good things of life. Sad to say, the primary reason for
the prevalence of authoritarian governments, for the rarity of democracy, and for
why democracy demands such special enabling conditions is to be found not in
our stars but in our genes.4

Understandably, this unwelcome idea almost always elicits a quite logical
objection: If that is so, how then do you explain the (admittedly infrequent)
appearance and survival of democracies? Part of the answer, we earlier agreed,
lies in the occasional conjunction of economic, social, political enabling con-
ditions; undoubtedly, these do play an essential role. Nonetheless, we must
again turn to evolutionary theory to identify the necessary, though of itself
not sufficient, human attribute that sometimes makes democracy possible.

As previously remarked, Homo sapiens shares with other social primates
an inherent proclivity for hierarchical social and political structures. Our
species, however, has also evolved a behavioral trait on which we have an
unchallenged monopoly—the capacity to create, accept, and then act on
the basis of beliefs and values, even when the resulting actions run counter
to our innate inclinations or even our personal preferences.5 Thus, “[W]hile
every other organism we know about lives in the world as presented to them
by Nature, human beings live in a world that they consciously symbolize
and re-create in their own minds” (Tattersall, 2002: 78). Consequently, as
one of our most distinguished biologists observes, “of all living creatures,
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