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Introduction 

When it comes to your deepest, darkest nature, there’s a whole lot of accusing going on. The fight 

or flight folks tell you that your biology comes complete with an overwhelming instinct for survival.  

Rational-choice-obsessed specialists like economists and evolutionary psychologists claim that you are 

not only preprogrammed for survival at all costs, but that you are wired to maximize your personal 

gains. And evolutionary biologists like William Hamilton, Richard Dawkins and Robert Trivers assert 

that you are biologically programmed to maximize the spread of your selfish genes.    

 

 These claims about your most intimate nature are concealed in the very foundations of many of the 

social and evolutionary sciences, from evolutionary biology and evolutionary psychology to political 

science, sociology, philosophy, and economics. They are buried deep below the surface in the form of 

assumptions—often hidden assumptions.  But these assumptions about your innermost self are only 

half-right.  More important, they are half-wrong.  And the half that’s wrong throws evolutionary and 

social sciences way off base.  Which may explain why one of the most lauded and mathematically 

savvy economists of his day, Irving Fisher, told the New York Times in mid-October, 1929, that stocks 



 

 

2 

were about to go “a good deal higher within a few months.”  Then on October 29
th

 came Black 

Tuesday and the great crash of 1929.   

 

Like the economy, your biology often refuses to follow the paths that scientific assumptions about 

survival and selfishness would predict.  Yes, some of your internal mechanisms do work to stack up 

your survival advantages.  And to maximize your sexual prizes.   But you are also plagued with 

internal mechanisms that do the very opposite, biological mechanisms that hobble you: depression, 

anxiety, brain freeze, and even impulses toward suicide.  What’s more, on occasion you are willing to 

sacrifice your life for something higher than yourself.  Ten million followed that inner call in the First 

World War. 

 

Your self-destruct mechanisms—human self-destruct mechanisms--are not unique.  They’ve been 

integral to the 3.85-billion-year history of life.  They are similar to apoptotic mechanisms, the 

“programmed cell death” mechanisms, that individual cells in a bacterial society or in your body use to 

commit suicide. 

 

Why do self-destruct mechanisms of this sort exist?  Because the believers in the survival instinct, 

the rational choice model, and the selfish gene miss something.  Something big.  Your biology is not 

wired strictly for personal gain.  It is wired to make you a component in something far greater than 

yourself.  It is wired to make you a module in a collective learning machine, a complex adaptive 

system, a parallel-processing search engine, a group IQ, a social intelligence.  You are wired to be a 

neuron in a social brain.   

 

A neuron in a brain that, like you, collaborates to make something bigger than itself: a global brain. 

 

Methods 

This talk is based on the research for my first two books, The Lucifer Principle: A Scientific 

Expedition into the Forces of History and Global Brain: The Evolution of Mass Mind from the Big 

Bang to the 21
st
 Century.  That research drew heavily on work in evolutionary biology, evolutionary 

psychology, artificial intelligence, animal behavior, experimental psychology, neuroscience, 

psychoneuroimmunology, anthropology, and history.  It involved the use of over 4,000 reference 

sources. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The common wisdom—and the accepted view in evolutionary biology—is that we humans and our 

animal cousins are built with a survival instinct.  An instinct that watches out for our personal survival, 

and for personal survival ahead of everything else. 

 

Yet when we encounter a saber tooth tiger on a pathway, we have three modes of response: not just 

Walter Bradford Cannon’s fight or flight, but fight, flight, or freeze.  And freeze can be suicide.  That’s 
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not the only suicidal mechanism locked into our biology.  When you’re about to take that all-

important math test and you’ve studied for weeks, then finally open the test booklet, your mind locks 

up.  It refuses to remember a thing.  That anxiety blackout is not a product of a patriarchal civilization, 

industrialism, or capitalism.  It is a product of your biology.  

 

When you are fired or your wife tells you she is leaving you, your survival instinct should put your 

mind into overdrive.  It should give you the juice to hunt with energy and creativity for your next step.  

But high-power cognitive processing is not what your biology serves up.  Instead, it bogs you in 

depression, a state in which it’s hard to think of even tying your shoes.  

 

How do mental paralysis and depression up your odds of survival?  They don’t.  

 

So what gives?  How could natural selection possibly favor such obvious self-destruct mechanisms?  

The answer is in the algorithms that power collective intelligences, mass learning machines like neural 

nets and the immune system.  Rules that turn down the flow of resources and influence to the nodes 

that fail to cope with the problems of the moment and turn up the resource-flow and the influence of 

the nodes that have a handle on things. 

Conclusions 

We need a radical overhaul of the assumptions underlying many of our sciences and many of our 

pop-cultural beliefs.  Yes, we need to recognize our survival instincts and our selfish biological built-

ins.  But we also need to see our role in something higher than ourselves—complex adaptive systems, 

neural-net-like collective learning machines.  If we do, many of the “irrational” mysteries that make 

the predictions of so many social scientists wrong may suddenly appear to be rational after all. 
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