Social Evolution and the “Survival of the Nicest”

Today, as most of you will be aware, is the 199th anniversary of the birth of one Charles Robert Darwin. This Shropshire born naturalist is best known for his proposal and subsequent study into the theory of evolution by natural selection, more commonly know as the survival of the fittest. 

Darwin hypothesised that species evolved due to competition between organisms for common resources such as oxygen, food and water. He suggested that for any one species to survive and thrive they must adapt to make the most of its habitat and compete for the resources. Those that adapted best survived, those that didn’t, died.

This theory is almost universally accepted amongst academics and the population at large, although there are still many criticisms and opponents. One of the main objections to Darwinian evolution is that the idea of survival of the fittest does not tie in with the idea of altruism; many say that it is totally contradictory. Altruism is the idea of helping another organism at cost to the helper – something clearly observed in a number of species, including humans.

Why, if competing and triumphing over fellow competitors for resources is how we survive, would we demonstrate altruistic tendencies to our fellow man – and in some cases competing species such as pets? Why evolve such a complex social structure if our best interests are served by competing with our neighbours?

These are the questions I aim to look at and answer in today’s discussion – social evolution and the “survival of the nicest”.

When Darwin published Origin of the Species he failed to include his ideas on how his theory should be applied to society and the evolution of social order. He attempted to rectify this in Descent of Man, where he suggested that the evolution of society was essential in creating the best possible environment for selecting mates and ensuring procreation was as efficient as possible. 

I would like to share my theories on how and why society has evolved and what affect that has had on human evolution. 

It is my opinion that the idea of society and its evolution is a necessary result of Darwin’s work and that in order for humans to survive they must form social networks. Humans are not natural predators; we possess limited strength, poor sensory abilities and little defence from other predators. Individually, we are not capable of competing against many of our natural competitors such as the large cats of Africa. As a group, however, humans are more than a match for any predator we came across.. In fact, as a group we are so far superior in survival ability that we have moved from just another mammalian species to the dominant species on Earth.

This basic form of co-operative society, small groups of humans acting to hunt together and defend themselves together is the starting point for social evolution. It is beneficial to the individuals of a society to be a member of that society and to contribute to the social order. Without the group’s protection, an individual would have soon perished during the early age of man. This observation is still true today. We do not all possess the abilities and skills required to function entirely on our own, thus meaning that maintaining a strong social structure remains our strongest trait.

The key to developing this social structure lies in our ability to sacrifice some of our individual needs for the benefit of others in order to further the continuance of the group. Although this seems contradictory at first, why would giving up on our own needs in order to enhance the survival chances of another be ultimately worthwhile? The answer is simple, if we make sacrifices for others, they will reciprocate. Mutual trust and benefit is the cornerstone of all social groups. If we could not trust other group members to return the sacrifice then the group could not function. This explains the need for a social contract, or system of governance on how the group behaves.

In early man this would have been a simple code of practice, nothing more than a mutual agreement to ‘watch one another’s backs’ and to protect each other from attack and possibly to share resources such as food and shelter.

As man’s technological and sociological abilities advanced, the need for more and more complex systems of social law in order to allow for the greater variety of needs within the group. Laws for covering division of labour – who hunted the prey, who cooked it and who produced the tools they used.

This system of social evolution has continued over the generations into the present day, From small hunting parties, farming communities, tribal settlements, nations, empires and now the global community we live in today.

Every aspect of our social order has evolved from our need for group protection. It has many advantages in terms of our survival – especially today. We find strength in our social groups – from small friendship circles, to our university community and then into our professional lives and ultimately our fellow man.

I hope I have shown that evolution by natural selection and the idea of altruism are not mutually exclusive and, in fact, are one and the same.

Questions?

