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To all the nice, non-psychopaths out there who should be in power but aren’t






I INTRODUCTION


Does power corrupt, or are corrupt people drawn to power? Are entrepreneurs who embezzle and cops who kill the outgrowths of bad systems, or are they just bad people? Are tyrants made or born? If you were thrust into a position of power, would new temptations to line your pockets or torture your enemies gnaw away at you until you gave in? Somewhat unexpectedly, we can start to find an answer to those questions on two forgotten, faraway islands.

Far off the western coast of Australia, a little speck of land called Beacon Island barely rises above the surrounding sea. Scrubby green grass covers its surface, skirted by beige sand on its triangular coastline. You could just about throw a baseball from one side and hit the ocean on the other. It seems unremarkable, an uninhabited blip of an island with a bit of coral peppering the shallows offshore. But Beacon Island holds a secret.

On October 28, 1628, a 160-foot-long spice ship called the Batavia set sail from the Netherlands. The trading vessel was part of a fleet owned by the Dutch East India Company, a corporate empire that dominated global trade. The Batavia carried a small fortune in silver coins, ready to be exchanged for spices and the exotic riches that awaited in Java, part of modern-day Indonesia. It carried 340 people. Some were passengers. Most were crew. One was a psychopathic pharmacist.

The ship was organized into a strict hierarchy, “in which the accommodation got more spartan as one moved toward the bow.” In the stern, the captain held court in the great cabin, chewing on salted meat as he barked orders to his officers. Two decks below, soldiers were crammed into an unventilated, rat-infested crawl space that would be used to hold spices on the return journey. All on Batavia knew their rank.

A few rungs below the captain was a junior merchant named Jeronimus Cornelisz, a down-and-out former apothecary. He’d signed up to sail in desperation after losing everything through a series of personal calamities. Shortly after the sails were first unfurled, he set in motion a plan to reverse his misfortunes. In conjunction with a senior officer, Cornelisz plotted a mutiny. He steered the ship off course in preparation for seizing control in isolated waters. If all went according to plan, he’d take control of the Batavia and start a lavish new life, bought with the silver coins in the hold.

It didn’t go according to plan.

On June 4, 1629, the wooden hull of the Batavia splintered as it crashed full speed into a coral reef in the low-lying Abrolhos Islands off the Australian coast. There’d been no warning, no call to change course. In an instant, it was clear that the boat was doomed. Most of the passengers and crew tried to swim ashore. Dozens drowned. Others tried to cling to what was left of the Batavia.

Realizing that nobody would survive unless they were rescued, the captain took control of the emergency longboat and most of the salvaged supplies. With forty-seven others, including the entire senior leadership of the crew, he set off for Java. He promised that they’d soon return with a rescue party. Hundreds were abandoned, with little food, almost no water, and only a faint hope that, someday, someone would return. Nothing grew or lived on the barren island. It was obvious: the survivors were running out of time.

Cornelisz, the would-be mutineer, was among those left behind. There was no longer a seaworthy ship to take over. But he didn’t know how to swim, so standing on what remained of the sinking Batavia seemed preferable to plunging into the water and frantically splashing his way to the island. For nine days, seventy men, including Cornelisz, occupied a shrinking territory of dry wood. They drank as they contemplated the inevitable.

On June 12, the ship finally broke apart. The surf bashed some of the remaining men against the sharp coral, giving them a quicker end than others who flailed for a few minutes before drowning. Cornelisz somehow survived. He eventually “floated to the island in a mass of driftwood, the last man to escape Batavia alive.”

When he reached the refuge of soggy sand on what is now Beacon Island, the anarchy and chaos of survival instincts reverted to the established order of hierarchy and status. Though Cornelisz washed ashore ragged and weak, he was still an officer. That meant he was in charge. “The Batavia was a highly hierarchical society,” the historian Mike Dash says, “and that survived on the island as well.” The hundreds marooned on the sparse grasslands of the pitiful island rushed to help their superior. They’d live to regret it. Or at least some would.

Once recovered and replenished, Cornelisz did some quick calculations. The situation was dire. The food, water, and wine that had survived the wreck wouldn’t last. The supply wasn’t going to expand, he figured, so it was necessary to reduce the demand. The survivors needed fewer stomachs to fill.

Cornelisz started to consolidate power by eliminating potential rivals. Some were sent on foolhardy missions in small boats and then pushed overboard to drown. Others were accused of crimes, a pretext used to sentence them to death. Those grisly executions asserted Cornelisz’s authority. But they also provided a useful loyalty test. Men who would kill on his orders were useful. Men who refused were a threat. One by one, the threats were eliminated. Soon, the pretexts disappeared, too. A boy was decapitated to test whether a sword was still sharp. Children were murdered for no reason. The killings were done on Cornelisz’s orders, but he didn’t murder anyone himself. Instead, he displayed his dominance by dressing himself in fine garb from the ship: “silk stockings, garters with gold laces, and… suchlike adornments.” The others wore soiled rags as they waited their turn to be murdered.

By the time the Batavia’s captain returned with a rescue mission months later, more than a hundred people had been killed. Cornelisz finally got a taste of his own island justice: He was sentenced to death. His hands were cut off. He was hanged. But the gruesome episode raises a disturbing question about humanity: If Cornelisz hadn’t been on board, would the massacres have been avoided? Or would they just have been led by someone else?



Four thousand miles east of Beacon Island, on the other side of Australia, lies another deserted island, in the Tongan archipelago, called ‘Ata. In 1965, six boys, ages fifteen to seventeen, ran away from their boarding school. They stole a fishing boat and started sailing north. On the first day, they only made it five miles before they decided to drop anchor and rest for the night. As they tried to sleep, a strong storm tossed around their twenty-four-foot boat, ripping away the anchor. The gale-force winds soon snapped the sail and destroyed the rudder, too. When daylight broke, the boys had no way to steer, no way to navigate, and were adrift on the mercy of ocean currents. For eight days, they coasted south, completely unaware of which direction was home.

As the six teenagers began to lose hope, they spotted a looming splash of green in the distance. It was ‘Ata, a craggy island covered with dense vegetation. With limited ability to steer their damaged fishing boat, the boys waited until they drifted near the shore and abandoned ship. They swam to save their lives. It was their last hope before they were swept out to the unforgiving open ocean. At last, they made it, cut up from the rocks, but alive.

The cliffs that lined ‘Ata had made it challenging to clamber ashore, but they turned out to be the young castaways’ saving grace. The jagged rocks made perfect roosts for seabirds, and the boys began working together to trap them. With no fresh water to be found, they improvised and drank seabird blood. After foraging around their new home, they upgraded to coconut juice. Eventually, their meals went from raw to cooked as they started their first fire. The boys agreed to keep constant watch over the simmering flames, ensuring that it would never die out. Each boy took his turn tending the embers, twenty-four hours a day. This lifeline allowed them to cook fish, seabirds, even tortoises.

Their living standards improved further through collaboration. The boys worked together for four days to tap into the roots of one of the island’s larger trees, collecting fresh water one drip at a time. They hollowed out tree trunks to collect rainwater. They made a primitive house out of palm fronds. Every task was shared. There was no leader. There was no gold lace or stockings. There were no barked orders, no plots to consolidate power, no murders. As they conquered the island, their successes—and failures—were divided evenly.

Six months into being castaways, one of the boys, Tevita Fatai Latu, slipped and fell during his daily seabird hunt and broke his leg. The other five boys rushed to help him, using the traditional Tongan method of heating coconut stalks to create a splint, immobilizing the bone back in place. For the next four months, Tevita couldn’t walk, but the other boys took care of him until he could again help with daily chores.

At times, there were disputes. (Tempers will occasionally flare whenever you stick six people together 24-7 with a menu that largely consists of seabirds and turtles.) But when an argument broke out, the boys had the good sense to simply move apart. Those who were at loggerheads would isolate in different parts of the island, sometimes for up to two days, until they cooled down and could again work together to survive.

After more than a year, they began to accept that their new life wasn’t temporary. So, they settled in for the long haul, passing the days by fashioning crude tennis racquets and holding competitions, arranging boxing matches, and exercising together. To avoid depleting their stocks of birds to eat, they agreed to a daily limit per person and began trying to plant wild beans.

Fifteen months after the boys were shipwrecked, an Australian named Peter Warner was puttering along in his fishing boat, searching for places to catch crayfish. As he approached an uninhabited island, he spotted something unusual. “I noticed this burnt out patch on the cliff face, which is an unusual thing in the tropics because bushfires don’t start in that humid atmosphere,” Warner, now eighty-nine years old, recalls. Then, something astonishing came into view, a naked boy sporting fifteen months’ worth of hair. The boys whooped and waved palm leaves hoping to catch the boat’s attention. When the boat got close enough, the boys jumped into the ocean and began swimming toward the rescue that they never thought would come. Unsure of what was happening, Warner wondered whether the boys had been banished to the island as prisoners, a punishment reserved for the worst of the worst in Polynesian society. “I was a little bit alarmed at the sight of these healthy-looking teenagers with no clothes on them, no haircut,” he tells me. Warner loaded his rifle and waited.

When they reached the boat, the boys politely explained who they were. Warner had no idea that any boys had gone missing, so he radioed to an operator and asked them to call the boys’ school in Tonga to verify their story. Twenty minutes later, the tearful operator informed Warner that the boys had been missing, assumed dead, for well over a year. “Funerals have been held,” the operator said. The boys were brought back to Tonga and reunited with their families. In the aftermath of their rescue, the oldest boy, Sione Fataua, traded his anxieties about survival for his worries about returning home: “A few of us had girlfriends. Perhaps they won’t remember?”

As the Dutch historian Rutger Bregman put it, “The real Lord of the Flies is a tale of friendship and loyalty; one that illustrates how much stronger we are if we can lean on each other.” For Warner, who still regularly sails with one of the boys from the castaways, the entire episode provides “a great boost for humanity.”



Two desert islands, two conflicting visions of human nature. In one, a single power-hungry individual consolidated control over others to exploit and kill them. In the other, egalitarian teamwork prevailed and cooperation reigned supreme. What accounts for the difference?

Beacon Island had structure. It had order. It had rank. It ended in tragedy. ‘Ata, on the other hand, was a jagged and vertical hunk of rock, but the society carved out by those boys over fifteen months was completely flat. These conflicting desert-island tales raise difficult questions. Are we doomed to exploitation because of bad humans or because of bad hierarchies? Why does the world seem to be full of so many Cornelisz-style leaders in positions of authority and so few like the boys on ‘Ata? And, if you and your coworkers ended up stranded on a desert island, would you overthrow the boss and work together as equals to solve problems like the Tongan teenagers? Or would there be a bloody struggle for power and dominance like there was on Beacon Island? How would you behave?

This book answers four main questions.

First, do worse people get power?

Second, does power make people worse?

Third, why do we let people control us who clearly have no business being in control?

Fourth, how can we ensure that incorruptible people get into power and wield it justly?

For the past decade, I’ve been studying these questions across the globe, from Belarus to Britain, Côte d’Ivoire to California, Thailand to Tunisia, and Australia to Zambia. As part of my research as a political scientist, I interview people—mostly bad people who abuse their power to do bad things. I’ve met with cult leaders, war criminals, despots, coup plotters, torturers, mercenaries, generals, propagandists, rebels, corrupt CEOs, and convicted criminals. I try to figure out what makes them tick. Understanding them—and studying the systems they operate in—is crucial to stopping them. Many were crazy and cruel, others kind and compassionate. But all were unified by one trait: they wielded enormous power.

When you shake hands with a rebel commander who committed war crimes or have breakfast with a ruthless despot who tortured his enemies, it’s startling how rarely they live up to the caricature of evil. They’re often charming. They crack jokes and smile. At first glance, they don’t appear to be monsters. But many were.

Year after year, I’ve struggled with haunting puzzles. Are the torturers and war criminals a different breed altogether, or are they just more extreme versions of the petty tyrants we occasionally encounter in our offices and neighborhood associations? Are there would-be monsters hiding among us? In the right circumstances, could anyone become a monster? If that’s the case, then the lessons learned from bloodthirsty despots could be useful for reducing smaller-scale abuses in our own societies. It’s a particularly urgent puzzle to solve because we’re constantly disappointed by those in power. Tell anyone you’re a political scientist and a question often follows: “Why are so many horrible people in charge?”

But another puzzle keeps demanding an answer: Were these people turned awful by the power they held? I’ve had my doubts. Another possibility has gnawed at me: that those who seemed to be made worse by power are just the tip of the iceberg. Perhaps something much bigger and more serious is lurking beneath the waves, waiting to be discovered, so we can fix it.

Let’s start with the conventional wisdom. Everyone has heard the famous aphorism “Power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely.” It’s widely believed. But is it true?

A few years ago, I was in Madagascar, a sprawling red-earthed island off the coast of Africa. Everybody knows Madagascar for its lovable ring-tailed lemurs, but it’s home to an equally interesting species: corrupt politicians. The island is largely governed by crooks who cash in as they rule over 30 million of the poorest people on the planet. Buy a latte and a muffin and you’ve just spent a week’s wages for the average person in Madagascar. To make matters worse, the rich often prey on the poor. And I was there to meet one of the richest men in Madagascar: the island’s yogurt kingpin, Marc Ravalomanana.

Ravalomanana grew up destitute. At the age of five, to help his family survive, he’d load up baskets with watercress and peddle them to passengers on a dilapidated train that passed by his school. One day, he caught an unexpected break: a neighbor gave him a bicycle. Young Marc started cycling to nearby farms to ask for excess milk, which he’d turn into homemade yogurt. As he built his fledgling business, he tried to give back to his struggling community. When he wasn’t volunteering at the local church or singing in its choir, he hawked the yogurt off the back of that rickety bicycle, growing his business pot by pot and year by year.

By the late 1990s, he’d become the island’s dairy baron and one of Madagascar’s richest men. In 2002, he became President Ravalomanana, a shrewd politician who understood the value of a rags-to-riches story in a country where just about everyone was still in rags. As president, he promised change. Initially, he delivered. His government invested in roads, cracked down on corruption, and rooted out poverty with sky-high economic growth. Madagascar became home to one of the fastest-growing economies in the world. It appeared to be a success story, an against-the-odds parable that good people from humble beginnings make wise, just rulers.

I decided to pay Ravalomanana a visit. When I arrived at his palatial house, he walked out of the front door sporting a navy blue Nike tracksuit with a white stripe down the side. Beaming, he shook my hand and led me inside. He showed off his workout room, where he’d been doing calisthenics since 5:00 a.m. (“It’s the only way to keep your mind sharp enough to make important decisions,” he told me). Then, he pointed out his custom-made decorative shrine to Jesus, a sort of model-train version of Bethlehem with a large wooden cross overlooking the miniaturized town. We went upstairs, and at the end of a corridor, he threw open large mahogany double doors. An enormous table was behind them. Every inch was covered with food, piles of warm croissants, eggs prepared every possible way, five kinds of juices, and enough yogurt to feed his childhood village for a week. The days of poverty and watercress were long gone.

Even though Ravalomanana’s chief of staff joined us, only two places were set, one for him, and one for me. I sat down, opened my notebook, and reached for my pen, only to realize I’d forgotten it.

“No problem,” Ravalomanana said. “We may be poor, but we have pens.”

He picked up a small bell next to his fork and shook it. Within seconds, two employees raced into the room, each hoping to be first to the table.

“Pen,” Ravalomanana barked.

The two men hurried off. Both returned within thirty seconds, each clutching a brand-new ballpoint, competing for praise. The slower man looked dejected when he didn’t get it.

That’s when Ravalomanana got down to business. He was preparing to launch his bid to retake the presidency in the upcoming election. He looked intently at me.

“I saw from Google that you have experience advising campaigns,” he said. “Tell me, what should I do to win mine?”

The question caught me off guard. I was there to study him, not advise his campaign. But I wanted to establish rapport, so I improvised. “Well, when I helped manage a campaign for governor back home in Minnesota, we came up with an effective sort of gimmick. We visited all eighty-seven counties in eighty-seven days, to show we cared about the whole state. There are one hundred nineteen districts in Madagascar. Why don’t you do one hundred nineteen districts in one hundred nineteen days?”

He nodded, signaling that I should continue.

“You could wrap it up with your rags-to-riches image. Just ride a bicycle through each town to remind people of your childhood selling yogurt while showing that you understand what it’s like to be poor.”

He nodded, turned to his chief of staff, and said, “Buy one hundred nineteen bicycles.”

Ravalomanana was no stranger to winning elections with unusual tactics. He had no qualms breaking the rules, either. In 2006, he was favored to win reelection, but was unwilling to leave anything to chance. He rigged the election with a novel tactic: forcing his main opponent into exile and then blocking him from returning home to register his candidacy. Every time his rival tried to return to Madagascar, Ravalomanana picked up the phone and ordered all the airports on the island closed, causing the aircraft carrying his opponent to turn back. It worked. The rival wasn’t allowed to register from abroad, so he was left off the ballot. Ravalomanana won in a landslide.

In 2008, Ravalomanana—a man of humble beginnings, church choirs, and charity volunteering—got greedy. After six years in power, it seemed that something had changed inside him. In a country where the average person earned a few hundred dollars per year, he used $60 million of state funds to buy a presidential aircraft (somewhat ambitiously named Air Force Two). He tried to license the aircraft to himself, rather than to Madagascar’s government. Year after year in power, his corruption seemed to grow worse and worse.

Eventually, it would prove his downfall. In 2009, an upstart radio DJ turned politician organized protests against President Ravalomanana. The former DJ took to the airwaves to egg on the peaceful protesters as they marched to the presidential palace. As they arrived, soldiers defending the yogurt kingpin opened fire. It was a bloodbath. Hundreds were shot. Dozens were killed. People were outraged. Not long after the blood was cleaned from the streets, Ravalomanana was toppled in a coup d’état, a military takeover that put the radio DJ in power.

Perhaps the conventional wisdom is right: power does corrupt. Ravalomanana the five-year-old dreamed only of upgrading from watercress to yogurt. His business played by the rules. He wasn’t violent. He helped others, not himself. Taking control of the island, it seems, somehow altered him. It made him worse. But perhaps it wasn’t Ravalomanana’s fault. In the end, the DJ president may have become more corrupt than the dairy baron he replaced. Maybe if you, or I, were suddenly made the president of a notoriously corrupt island, we would become corrupt ourselves. It’d just be a matter of time.

Sometimes, though, the conventional wisdom has got it all wrong. What if power doesn’t make us better or worse? What if power just attracts certain kinds of people—and those people are precisely the ones who shouldn’t be in charge? Maybe those who most want power are least suited to hold it. Perhaps those who crave power are corruptible.

If you’ve ever read a pop psychology book or watched a documentary about prisons, odds are pretty high that you’ve heard of a notorious study that seemed to suggest power does indeed corrupt. There’s just one problem: everything you think you know about that study is wrong.

Late in the summer of 1971, Philip Zimbardo, a researcher at Stanford University, built a fake jail in the basement of the psychology department. He recruited eighteen college students as participants in a quasi-scientific experiment aimed at determining whether social roles can transform the behavior of normal people beyond recognition. The hypothesis was simple: Human behavior is surprisingly chameleonlike. We match the role we have, or the uniform we wear.

To test whether that was true, Zimbardo randomly assigned nine of the volunteer participants to be “guards.” The other nine became “prisoners.” For $15 per day for two weeks, they were to live out an all-too-real criminal-justice role play. What happened next is now infamous. The guards almost immediately began abusing the prisoners. They attacked them with fire extinguishers. They took away their mattresses and forced them to sleep on the concrete floor. They stripped their peers naked just to show who was boss. Power, it seemed, had made them awful.

Deprived of control, the prisoners transformed from proud, outgoing college students into insular and submissive shadows of their former selves. In one harrowing moment, a guard who had already been abusive toward his fellow college students lined up the prisoners to humiliate them.

“In the future, you do work when you’re told.”

“Thank you, Mr. Correctional Officer,” a prisoner replies.

“Say it again.”

“Thank you, Mr. Correctional Officer.”

“Say, ‘Bless you, Mr. Correctional Officer.’ ”

“Bless you, Mr. Correctional Officer.”

The study was supposed to continue for two weeks. But when Zimbardo’s girlfriend visited the fake jail and saw what was happening, she was horrified. She convinced him to shut the experiment down after six days. When the findings were published, it shocked the world. Documentaries were made. Books were written. The evidence seemed clear: Demons are within all of us. Power just lets them come out.

But there was a catch. The seemingly straightforward narrative of the Stanford Prison Experiment, which had become conventional wisdom in psychology, wasn’t so clear-cut. Only some of the guards were abusive. Several resisted and treated the student prisoners with respect. So even if power does corrupt, are some people more immune than others?

Plus, a few prisoners and guards now say they were just putting on a performance. They believed the researchers wanted to see a show, so they gave them one. A recently unearthed audio recording of the experiment’s preliminary phase has raised questions about whether the participants were coached to be harsh toward prisoners, rather than spontaneously becoming nasty. So, the picture is a bit murkier than we were led to believe. But even with those caveats, the experiment is harrowing. Ordinary people, if put in the right conditions, can become cruel and depraved. Are we all just sadists waiting to be unmasked once we get control over others?

The answer, thankfully, is probably not. Zimbardo’s conclusions didn’t take into account a crucial aspect of the study: how the participants were recruited. To find prisoners and guards, researchers placed this ad in the local newspaper:


Male college students needed for a psychological study of prison life. $15 per day for 1–2 weeks beginning August 14th. For further information and applications, contact…



In 2007, researchers at Western Kentucky University noticed a small, seemingly insignificant detail about that ad. It made them wonder whether it had inadvertently skewed the study. To find out, they replicated that ad, only changing $15 to $70 (to adjust for inflation since the 1970s). Every other word in the updated ad was identical. Then, they created a new ad. It was the same in every way, with one key difference: it replaced the line “for a psychological study of prison life” with the phrase “for a psychological study.” In some college towns, they placed the “prison life” advertisement. In others, they placed the “psychological study” ad. The idea was to have one group that volunteered for a prison experiment and another group that volunteered for a generic psychology study. Would there be any difference between the people who responded?

Once the recruitment period closed, the researchers invited the prospective participants in for psychological screening and a thorough personality evaluation. What they found was extraordinary. Those who responded to the prison experiment advertisement scored significantly higher on measures of “aggressiveness, authoritarianism, Machiavellianism, narcissism, and social dominance and significantly lower on dispositional empathy and altruism” compared to the generic study. Just by including the word prison in the advertisement, they ended up with a disproportionately sadistic batch of students.

That finding could invert the conclusions of the Stanford Prison Experiment in ways that fundamentally transform our understanding of power. Instead of demonstrating that ordinary people thrust into power can become sadistic, it may demonstrate that sadistic people seek out power. Maybe we’ve had it backward. Maybe power is just a magnet for bad people rather than a force that turns good people bad. In that formulation, power doesn’t corrupt—it attracts.

But there’s still another mystery. Even if people ill-suited to power are drawn to it, why do they seem to attain it so easily? After all, in modern societies, a significant amount of control isn’t taken, but given. CEOs don’t engage in gladiator-style combat with midlevel managers to reach the corner office. Craven and corrupt politicians, at least in democracies, need to get ordinary people to support them to take charge. The recent revelations about the Stanford Prison Experiment raise the possibility that bad people are drawn to power. But what if we, as humans, are also somehow drawn to giving power to the wrong people for the wrong reasons?

In 2008, researchers in Switzerland conducted an experiment to test that hypothesis. They recruited 681 local children—all between the ages of five and thirteen. The kids were asked to play a computer simulation in which they had to make decisions about a ship that was about to embark on a voyage. Each child had to select a captain for their digital ship based on two faces that appeared on-screen. No other information was given. This was designed to force the children to decide: Who looks like a good captain to you? Who appears as if he or she would make an effective leader of your imaginary ship?

What the kids didn’t know was that the two possible captains weren’t a random assortment of people. Instead, they were politicians who had competed in recent French parliamentary elections. The pairs of faces were randomly assigned to the children, but each pair they saw contained the winner of an election and the runner-up. The results of the study were astonishing: 71 percent of the time, the children picked as their captain the candidate who’d won the election. When the researchers ran the same experiment with adults, the researchers were astonished to see nearly identical results. The findings were remarkable on two fronts. First, even children can accurately identify election winners based on faces alone, highlighting how superficial our assessments of leadership potential can be. Second, children and adults don’t have radically dissimilar cognitive processing in picking people to be in charge. It gave fresh meaning to the phrase taking someone at face value. As further evidence that our powers of leadership selection are flawed, several other studies have shown that those who are more aggressive or rude in group discussions are perceived as being more powerful and leader-like than those who are more cooperative or meek.

Yes, this is already getting complicated. Power might corrupt good people. But it also might attract bad people. And maybe we, as humans, are somehow drawn to bad leaders for bad reasons.

Unfortunately, the complexity is just beginning. There’s another wrinkle to consider. What if people in power do bad things not because they’re a bad person to begin with, and not because they turn bad after taking power, but because they’re stuck in a bad system? That idea makes a lot of sense. After all, playing by the rules might get you promoted in Norway, while it guarantees that you’ll never attain power in Uzbekistan. That helps explain why some people in positions of authority are genuinely wonderful—out to help others rather than helping themselves. The allure of power and the effects of being in charge may therefore depend on the context. Thankfully, contexts and systems can be changed. That provides a bit of good news: perhaps we’re not doomed to a world in which abusive Cornelisz-style leadership is inevitable. Perhaps we can fix it.

One study conducted in Bangalore, India, provides some evidence for that optimistic view. The researchers wanted to see what kinds of people were drawn toward government careers in a place where the public sector is known for graft and bribery. India’s civil service provided a good testing ground, as it’s infamous for rampant corruption. Everybody knows that becoming a government official in Bangalore provides opportunities to take home some off-the-books pay. In the experiment, designed by two economists, hundreds of university students were asked to roll standard dice forty-two times and record the results. As with all dice, it was just down to luck. Before they rolled the dice, however, the students were told that they’d be paid more if they had some good fortune and rolled higher numbers. More fours, fives, and sixes would lead to more cash.

But because the results were self-reported, students could lie about their dice rolls. Many did. The number six was recorded 25 percent of the time, while the number one was recorded only 10 percent of the time. With statistical analysis, the researchers could be sure that such skewed results couldn’t possibly have been due to chance. A few students were even so brazen as to claim that they rolled sixes no fewer than forty-two times in a row. But there was a twist in the data: the students who cheated in the experiment had different career aspirations from those who reported scores honestly. Those who self-reported bogus high scores were much more likely than the average student to say that they aspired to join India’s corrupt civil service.

When another team of researchers ran a similar experiment in Denmark—a country where the civil service is clean and transparent—the results were inverted. Students who self-reported their scores honestly were far more likely to aspire to be civil servants, while those who lied were the students who sought other professions that could make them filthy rich. A corrupt system attracted corrupt students, and an honest system attracted honest students. Perhaps it’s not about power changing people, but rather about the setting. A good system can create a virtuous circle of ethical power seekers. A bad system can create a vicious cycle of people willing to lie, cheat, and steal until they reach the top. If that’s the case, then our focus shouldn’t be on powerful individuals—it should be on repairing our broken systems.

We’re left with a series of possible solutions to our exasperatingly complex puzzles. First, power makes people worse—power corrupts. Watercress becomes a yogurt empire, and before you know it, you’re rigging elections and buying airplanes with money that isn’t yours. Second, it’s not that power corrupts, but rather that worse people are drawn to power—power attracts the corruptible. The psychopathic pharmacists can’t resist climbing a doomed ship’s hierarchy, and the sadists can’t resist the allure of slipping on a uniform and beating a prisoner with a baton. Third, the problem doesn’t lie with the power holders or power seekers, it’s that we are attracted to bad leaders for bad reasons, and so we tend to give them power. Our captains—and not just of imaginary ships—are selected for irrational reasons. When they crash us into rocky reefs, we have only ourselves to blame. And fourth, focusing on the individuals in power is a mistake because it all depends on the system. Bad systems spit out bad leaders. Create the right context and power can purify instead of corrupting.

These hypotheses are potential explanations for two of the most fundamental questions about human society: Who gets power and how does it change us? This book provides answers.






II THE EVOLUTION OF POWER



What are we? Humans? Or animals? Or savages?

William Golding, Lord of the Flies



Of Chimps and Children

Before we dive into questions of who seeks power, who gets it, and whether it changes us, we have to zoom out a bit first. There’s a more fundamental question. Why do we, as humans, set up our societies in a way that inevitably makes a small group of people powerful and a large group of people powerless?

Let’s return to the tale of the two desert island shipwrecks. The juxtaposition between the doomed Batavia and the stranded Tongan boys of ‘Ata doesn’t just provide a puzzle related to human nature. It also raises a question that we rarely think about: Why do hierarchies exist? Rank and status define so much of our daily existence that we never pause and imagine the alternative. But what if relationships between people were mostly flat and equal, rather than a series of top-down arrangements of bosses and generals and coaches and presidents? Sure, it sounds a bit like the fever dream of an anarchist-Marxist collective at a bourgeois liberal arts college. But if you gaze back far enough into history, that seemingly utopian world free from hierarchy was precisely what it was like for many humans for most of the time that our species has graced the planet. To understand our present, we need to travel back in time.

Between 3.5 and 4.5 billion years ago, if you wanted to visit your ancestors for a family reunion, you would’ve had to travel deep into the ocean to find a steaming-hot deep-sea vent. In the scalding temperatures created by magma flowing out of the earth’s crust, you could bond with a single-celled organism over its being not just your ancestor—but also the ancestor of everything currently alive on the planet. Its name is LUCA, the Last Universal Common Ancestor. And we share it with every bird, every sea urchin, every slime mold. Through LUCA, all life on earth is related. But it doesn’t tell us much about ourselves.

Fast-forward a few billion years, and you could meet the somewhat more difficult-to-pronounce furry forefather of the human family, called CHLCA, or Chimpanzee-Human Last Common Ancestor. It’d certainly be easier to recognize than the single-celled LUCA—CHLCA represents the last moment in which our predecessors were indistinguishable from chimpanzees. On the branches of hominid evolution, gibbons broke off first, then orangutans, then gorillas, and finally we split from chimpanzees somewhere between 4 million and 13 million years ago.

Even after millions of years of evolution, we remain closely related to chimpanzees. Modern humans share 98.8 percent of our DNA with chimps (though that statistic does sound slightly less impressive when you realize that we also share 80 percent of our DNA with dogs and 50 percent with bananas). Still, there’s a reason why you feel as if you recognize a spark of humanity when you watch chimpanzees playing or taking care of their young or, indeed, when you see them in displays of dominance and submission. In many ways, they’re like us.

These similarities present a seductively simple hypothesis: if you want to understand how humans relate to power, status, and hierarchy, maybe you can just look at chimpanzees. If they’re our closest animal relative, perhaps we can understand ourselves by understanding them. On the other hand, if chimpanzees follow a law of the jungle in which the biggest, physically strongest chimps rule and the smallest, physically weakest chimps get ruled, then we have a problem. That model doesn’t take us far in explaining, for example, Angela Merkel.

Decades ago, a Dutch primatologist named Frans de Waal noticed that the social structures of chimpanzees were far more complicated than was previously known. To be in charge, a chimpanzee certainly needed to be large and physically strong. But it wasn’t guaranteed that the biggest chimp would always become the most powerful chimp. Instead, aspiring leaders had to build alliances, curry favor with kingmakers, and distribute resources. Those who did climb their way into the alpha male position had no job security. Usurpers were always waiting for a moment of weakness so they could form their own coalitions and topple him. The dynamics of chimpanzee hierarchies were so sophisticated that de Waal began to see those interactions as distinctly political. He wrote his seminal work, Chimpanzee Politics, in 1982.

The book was controversial. It ascribed intentionality and strategic social planning to animals, something that was assumed to be unique to humans. There was plotting, scheming, and coalition building. Weak chimps could form pacts to offset the power of strong chimps. Clever chimps could outwit their rivals. De Waal even describes chimpanzee coups d’état, brewing for days, but executed with precision in an instant. Regardless of which group of chimpanzees de Waal observed, there was always a question of status. And that status was defined by some chimps relentlessly pursuing power over others. Hierarchy was inescapable. As with the Batavia, chimps always knew their rank.

“Chimpanzees—all chimpanzees, including females—are very much into power,” de Waal tells me. “You cannot deal with a chimp without him or her trying to dominate you and trying to intimidate you, just to see how you react. They are always going to test you. They always want to see where they stand relative to you. And if they perceive some weaknesses, they’re going to push you as they try to get the upper hand.”

But as much as power influences the behavior of chimpanzees, it isn’t their sole consideration. Just like some humans, some chimps are irresistibly drawn to power. Others try their hand at dominance, but don’t mind ending up as followers. “The drive to reach the top, which is a very risky business, is not present in all of them,” de Waal says. “You may have very large males who are happy with position number three, for example.” This complexity seems familiar to us. Some of us seek power. Others shy away from it and move aside to let others lead. Score one point for the theory that chimps and humans are astonishingly alike when it comes to seeking, getting, and wielding power.

That is, in some ways, a disturbing prospect. After all, most chimpanzees can’t seem to escape their drive to at least try to dominate others. In a 1964 study, chimps that were isolated at birth and raised outside any social structure still behaved in ways associated with displays of social dominance. Hierarchy, power, and domination seem to be just part of being a chimpanzee. Does our shared genetic code doom us to the same obsessions?

Not quite. Despite our being 98.8 percent similar genetically, that 1.2 percent of our DNA that separates us from chimps is packed full of key differences. In the billions of A’s, C’s, G’s, and T’s that make us who we are, around 15 million letters depart from the chimpanzee script. Many of those changes are meaningless, transcription errors that have had no discernible effect on our biology. That’s because not all DNA base pairs are equal. Some are crucial, providing a blueprint to make sure we have two arms and that those arms are attached to our upper torso rather than sprouting out of our head. Others are just junk.

In the early 2000s, Katherine S. Pollard, a computational biologist, set out trying to figure out which of those 15 million letters that separated us from chimps mattered. To do so, she followed a simple logic: over millions of years, some aspects of our genome have changed considerably from our last common ancestor with chimpanzees; others are unchanged. Surely, if you could identify which parts of the genome have changed the most—which were the biggest outliers—you could unlock the secret to what makes us human.

But there was an evolutionary twist. Minor variations were most likely to be the result of random mutations. They were the junk, the meaningless accidents. But any major changes wouldn’t be accidental. Any genetic code that was changing faster than the speed of random mutation was being “selected.” In other words, those changes provided our quasi-human ancestors with a better chance of survival. Because it helped them survive, the helpfully rewritten snippet of DNA became more likely to be passed on to future generations. In that elegant way, useful genetic innovations were “sped up.” If Pollard could find the snippets that had “accelerated” the most, she could see precisely how we had evolved from our primate ancestors.

In November 2004, Pollard sat down with her computer code, clicked a mouse, and pinpointed millions of years of genetic divergence: 118 bases of DNA that combined to form something now known as HAR1, the human accelerated region. HAR1 switches on during our brain development. If something goes wrong with HAR1, the brain can go haywire, even degenerate in deadly ways. Pollard had found many of the key base pairs that made us different from chimpanzees.

But it isn’t enough to know where we differ. We need to know how we differ. When it comes to our behavior, what separates us from monkeys and apes? It turns out, some surprising clues suggest we have an innate preoccupation with fairness and equality that chimps simply don’t. It offers a glimmer of hope that, deep down, we’re more Tongan teenagers than Batavian murderers.

Michael Tomasello, a professor of developmental psychology at Duke University, may have found that glimmer in the eyes of toddlers. He designed a simple study. Pairs of two- and three-year-old children were randomly assigned to either be a “lucky” child or an “unlucky” child. The lucky child was given three rewards. The unlucky child received one. If an innate sense of fairness and justice is part of being human, then something should gnaw at the toddlers about the discrepancy between them. But if we’re just interested in dominance over others, then the lucky child would gleefully accept its good fortune and not spare a second thought on the unlucky child.

The study had three versions. In the first, the children would walk into a room and the lucky child would find three rewards waiting for him, while the unlucky child would find one. In the second, both children would pull a rope. The lucky kid would again get three rewards, compared to one for the unlucky kid. In the third setup, the children would work together equally on a task, and at the end there would still be a three-to-one split. The idea was to see whether our instinct was toward sharing, and, crucially, whether it mattered how the rewards were allocated.

In the first version of the study, none of the children shared. In the second, some did. But the third version—in which equal, collaborative effort led to an unequal outcome—produced the most intriguing result. None of the two-year-olds shared. But an astonishing 80 percent of the lucky three-year-olds gave up one of their rewards to be on equal footing with their unlucky companion. Their instinct was toward fairness—particularly after cooperating. Seemingly random allocations didn’t bother the toddlers, but unfair allocations after equal effort clearly unsettled them once they were three years old. When we stop tasting our pacifiers, we start to develop a distaste for injustice.

Unless you work with a bunch of jerks, you’d assume a similar result in adults. But that sharing impulse we usually see with colleagues could be learned rather than innate. It could also emerge as a result of social pressure. After all, who dares to risk becoming the office pariah by taking two pieces of cake and leaving a colleague with nothing? With three-year-olds, social stigma is less of a factor. But could social-justice-warrior toddlers simply be a by-product of good parenting or hours plopped in front of Sesame Street?

“It could be argued that these children were only blindly following a sharing rule that they learned from their parents,” Tomasello says. “But if that was the case, they should have divided the rewards with the other child equally in all three conditions—unless, implausibly, the rule they were taught was to share resources only after collaboration. More plausibly, the act of collaboration engendered a sense of ‘we’ that led children to see their partner as equally deserving of the spoils.” Tomasello and his coauthors began to wonder whether such an instinct—a cooperation instinct—had somehow evolved in humans.

But was it uniquely human? Tomasello decided to conduct a similar study with chimpanzees. When the experiments were run, sharing was rare. Crucially, the setup didn’t change the outcome at all. Collaboration was irrelevant. There was no sense of “we” and no sense of fairness. For chimpanzees, dominance doesn’t come with second thoughts.

This, then, is the puzzle of the human evolution of power. We started off as chimpanzees. But somewhere along the path to modern humanity, we developed a strong sense that working together should be rewarded with equal spoils. And we developed an innate desire to cooperate, not just dominate. How, and why, did that happen? To find out, we’ll need to gaze back into our hunter-gatherer past and answer a seemingly unrelated question: Why can’t chimps play baseball?


How Our Shoulders Shaped Society

In Africa’s Kalahari Desert, there lives a group of hunter-gatherers known as the !Kung. While Botswana, Namibia, and Angola have grown into complex, modern states all around them, the !Kung have retained their prehistoric way of life. Central to that life is a hunting ritual that provides a window into the egalitarian impulse that has characterized humans for most of the time we’ve lived on earth.

To survive, !Kung hunters must bring back meat. It’s time-consuming. They often return empty-handed. But when they do successfully kill an animal and bring it back to the village, they’re neither celebrated nor cheered. Instead, they undergo a ceremonial humiliation, a ritual known by anthropologists as “insulting the meat.” Even if the hunter’s fresh kill could feed the village for a week, the complaints are the same: “You mean to say you have dragged us all the way out here to make us cart home your pile of bones? Oh, if I had known it was this thin, I wouldn’t have come.” This strange custom has a purpose: to cut the hunter down to size. Members of the !Kung band explained the logic to the Canadian anthropologist Richard Lee in the late 1970s: “When a young man kills much meat, he comes to think of himself as a chief or a big man, and he thinks of the rest of us as his servants or inferiors. We can’t accept this. We refuse one who boasts, for someday his pride will make him kill somebody. So we always speak of his meat as worthless. In this way we cool his heart and make him gentle.”

Just in case a headstrong hunter is too thick-skinned to be humbled by those cutting insults to his meat, another mechanism ensures that none get too big for their britches. When the !Kung hunt, they use arrows. Each arrowhead is owned by a different individual or family, regardless of who is doing the hunting. With regularity, the members of the community swap arrowheads with one another. Then, when a kill is made, the credit isn’t given to the hunter, but rather to the owner of the arrowhead used to take down the animal. Because the !Kung swap the arrowheads frequently, the process is effectively randomized. With that clever bit of social engineering, every family gets approximately equal credit for feeding the band. This system ensures that prolific hunters don’t emerge as leaders, but rather that the successes and failures of the !Kung are distributed. Hierarchy as we know it doesn’t exist. Society is flat by design.

That doesn’t mean that prehistoric humans and modern hunter-gatherers were indifferent to power or hierarchy. Instead, as the evolutionary psychologist Mark van Vugt explained to me, “It would be very strange if even in these hunter-gatherer societies there wouldn’t be people who tried to dominate others. That’s basically part of our primate legacy.” But whenever anyone did try to seize power within the !Kung community, they’d be ostracized, ridiculed, humiliated, or, in extreme cases, killed. While !Kung rituals may seem strange to us, in human history, they’re normal. We, not them, are the weird ones.

If the three-hundred-thousand-year history of our species, Homo sapiens, were condensed into a single year, we would mostly live in nonhierarchical, flat societies from New Year’s Day until approximately Christmas. In the final six days of the year, hierarchy would become the norm, as complex civilizations took root across the planet. Only then would dominance and despotism define us. Our modern societies are an outlier. The alpha male equivalent of our chimpanzee ancestors disappeared from many prehistoric human societies. So, where did they go?

If you put the world’s most powerful chimpanzee in a baseball uniform, gave him the best coaching, and made him practice throwing every day, he could still only throw a baseball about twenty miles per hour. That’s about the same speed as a puny, unexceptional seven-year-old pitcher in Little League. A decent twelve-year-old can strike out a batter with a sixty-mile-per-hour fastball, triple the top speed of even the Nolan Ryan or Mariano Rivera of chimpanzees. Our primate ancestors would be more likely to hit the batter or have the ball fly sideways than throw a strike. But it’s not a fair competition. “Humans are the only species that can throw objects both incredibly fast and with great accuracy,” writes Neil Thomas Roach, an evolutionary biologist at Harvard University. Around 2 million years ago, our Homo erectus predecessors got a bit of lucky evolutionary cosmetic surgery done to their shoulders. Suddenly, they could throw objects with deadly speed and accuracy. It drastically changed the course of our species.

Four hundred thousand years ago, one of our ancestors shaped a branch of a yew tree into a point. The wood was also crafted to make it more aerodynamic. The fruit of that labor, now known as the Clacton Spear, is the oldest worked wooden object ever discovered. Sixty thousand to seventy thousand years ago, bows and arrows enter the archaeological record. But before either of those weapons was developed, our hominid ancestors could throw rocks with an accuracy that a chimp could only dream of mimicking. Our use of ranged weapons separates us from other primates. That distinction transformed our social structure.

With ranged weapons, killing became more about brains and skill than brawn and size. In the battle for power, projectiles are a brutal equalizer. Suddenly, a small hominid who made a better spear or practiced throwing it could easily kill someone much bigger and stronger. The traditional link between power and size was severed. Goliaths were no longer invincible. Davids with ranged weapons could topple them.

This shift is still on display in modern society. During the Vietnam War, for example, one of the most ruthless killers in the American military was a Green Beret named Richard Flaherty. He was awarded the Silver Star and two Bronze Stars. He was also four feet ten inches tall—six inches shorter than the average American female. But you don’t even need to be trained in combat to be deadly if you have the right projectiles. You don’t even need to be an adult. About once a week in the United States, someone is shot by a toddler who accidentally fires a gun. Some of those accidents are fatal. Meanwhile, the idea of a baby chimpanzee accidentally killing an adult is ludicrous. Our primate cousins can only kill with brute strength.

The development of ranged weapons therefore changed what “the fittest” meant when it came to survival of the fittest. Size was no longer as important. Evolutionary biologists have argued that this shift is a key reason why the physical size differences between males and females are narrower in humans than in any other great ape species. (If the scientists are correct, then part of the reason why men are usually inches rather than several feet taller than women is because of how our shoulders are designed.) But the biggest change that came from ranged weapons and the great leveling they made possible was the flattening of hierarchies—from chimpanzee despotism to hunter-gatherer cooperation.

Still, we shouldn’t think of ourselves as an overly cuddly species. Humans, like chimps, are drawn to power. But as humans split from chimps, the path to power diverged, too. When taking power requires killing by physical combat, it becomes dangerous and possibly deadly to challenge a dominant member of your group. To take control, you must put yourself in harm’s way. That provided some protection for those in charge because they often knew they’d win a physical fight. They were bigger and stronger. But with the development of ranged weapons, would-be leaders needed to watch their back much more. Suddenly, even the scrawniest member of the group could pose a threat. A potential rival could be hiding in the woods, ready to throw a spear at you. The rival could shoot you with a bow and arrow while you slept or could chuck a rock at your head when you least expected it.I Suddenly, it became much harder for a bigger member of a group to physically dominate the smaller members of the group against their will. Rather than accepting the rule of the physically powerful, humans now had a choice.

Chris Boehm, an anthropologist at the University of Southern California, developed a broadly accepted explanation for the subsequent flattening of hierarchies in human society. He coined the somewhat clunky term reverse dominance hierarchy for the phenomenon, but the idea is simple. A dominance hierarchy is a steep triangle, with the head honcho towering over everyone else from the apex. A reverse dominance hierarchy is a flat line, where everyone is more or less equal, at least formally. Boehm explains that anyone who tried to change the flat line back into a steep triangle did so at his or her own peril.

Nonetheless, hunter-gatherers often needed to fight to preserve a lack of hierarchy. In our species, many of us like having control over others. That makes sense from an evolutionary perspective. Having at least some power has tended to coincide with survival and, by extension, reproductive success. But if society is set up so that only one person can be the leader, then almost everyone who wants power won’t get it. Sure, you might get lucky. But for any given individual, being dominated by someone else was the most likely outcome of a hierarchical society. So, instead of accepting that primate-style arrangement, many early humans designed a different way of life, in which nobody could be in charge. Any individual who tried to seize power—what Boehm calls an upstart—would get dominated by the group, torn back down to the same level as everyone else. The upstart could face expulsion, harassment, even death. The !Kung rituals of insulting the meat and rotating arrowheads are just two mechanisms that developed to deter such upstarts. As one anthropologist put it, “All men seek to rule, but if they cannot rule they prefer to be equal.” Our instinct to rule was superseded by a stronger desire to not be ruled by someone else.

As a result, Boehm argues that for several hundred thousand years—from New Year’s Day to Christmas in our condensed species year—humans lived in relative equality in groups called bands. They were home to anything from a few dozen to up to around eighty members. Groups would deliberate and discuss before deciding. Leaders who were particularly skilled or knowledgeable about a given topic might have more ability to persuade others, but they wielded no formal authority.

We know this through three forms of imperfect evidence. First, archaeological digs of burial sites for ancient hunter-gatherers rarely show differentiation within graves.II This changed considerably when hierarchy became normal and powerful individuals were buried in larger graves, or with more possessions, or in some way that marks that they were separate from the masses (think of the Pyramids). Second, archaeological evidence rarely shows major variance in nutrition between band members. There were few fat Henry VIIIs while peasants went hungry. And third, with few exceptions, the surviving bands of modern hunter-gatherers live this way—without chiefs but with consensus-driven deliberations. Those living strands of our Stone Age societies give us a glimpse into our collective past. It’s quite a big departure from our world, in which every aspect of our lives is affected by social hierarchies.

Admittedly, our understanding of nonhierarchical hunter-gatherer society is incomplete and could be overstated. Manvir Singh, an expert in human evolutionary biology, has convincingly challenged the conventional wisdom by showing that some prehistoric, sedentary hierarchical societies did exist (in places such as south China, the Levant, and southern Scandinavia). He argues that there was much more diversity in the structure of prehistoric societies than is currently acknowledged. Moreover, some experts question whether the nutritional evidence is misleading or whether “egalitarianism” actually meant equality (particularly with regard to the sexes). But there’s compelling evidence that for most of human history, formalized, complex hierarchies were far, far less common than they are today. At first glance, a world without overbearing bosses or incompetent politicians sounds pretty attractive. Is it time to bring back the Stone Age?

Make no mistake: these societies were certainly not utopian. More than one in four infants died in their first year of life. Nearly half of children didn’t survive to puberty. When an upstart or a power-hungry abuser emerged during prehistory, conflict and tragedy often followed. Sometimes, upstarts could be dealt with through ostracism. (Social stigma is a powerful weapon if your entire world consists of eighty individuals and there are no other people to become friends with. It was like a high school clique, a prehistoric Mean Girls, on steroids.) In bands of hunter-gatherers, ostracism meant social death, at least for a while. But despite that powerful deterrent, people did break the social codes of the society. When that happened, there was no police department to turn to, no judges to determine guilt and innocence. It was a much more lawless ancient version of the Wild West. Murder was frequently used to settle disputes. According to a recent study by Spanish researchers published in Nature, about 2 percent of all deaths in hunter-gatherer societies were caused by homicide. That closely mirrors the rate of the primate-on-primate killings among great apes. (In our defense, we’re certainly not the worst of the worst in the animal kingdom; the within-species killing rate among cheetahs is 8 percent; 12 percent for wolves; 15 percent for sea lions; and up to 17 percent for seemingly cuddly Madagascan lemurs.)

But who were the troublemakers in these prehistoric bands of murder-happy humans? From modern hunter-gatherer societies, we know that the demographic profile of power-hungry upstarts isn’t random. “The problem personalities were males,” Boehm explains. “Group leaders, shamans, proficient hunters, homicidal psychotics, or other men with unusual powers or strong tendencies toward political ambition.” Such is the complexity of humanity’s puzzle: when we lived more like the Tongan castaways, we still had latent elements of the Batavia in our societies, waiting to be unleashed.

We know that this absence of hierarchy didn’t last. Look around you. Our lives are defined by status and power, from the delicate dance of watercooler politics and luxury handbag status symbols to police abuse of racial minorities and gender inequality that persists like a stubborn weed. Just as the passengers on board the Batavia knew their rank, we’re constantly reminded of where we stand in modern society. So, what changed? How did we go from an abundance of primitive flat societies to the most complex hierarchies in the history of the world?

War and Peas

Between eleven thousand and five thousand years ago, everything changed. Bands were mostly replaced by tribes, chiefdoms, and archaic versions of states. Hierarchical societies that did exist got more hierarchical. Our world was no longer flat. Power returned with a vengeance. What happened?

One bespectacled and bearded Russian émigré decided to find out.

Peter Turchin learned a visceral aversion to supercharged hierarchies from an early age. His father, Valentin Turchin, was an early pioneer of artificial intelligence in the Soviet Union. But when he spoke out against Soviet abuses, Valentin had gone too far, upsetting his superiors. Valentin became a dissident, fleeing to the United States, and taking his twenty-year-old son, Peter, with him. Decades later, the younger Turchin is a polymath and professor at the University of Connecticut, one of the smartest thinkers you’ve probably never heard of. Turchin looks the part of a professor who spends his waking hours pondering grand theories and hypotheses. He’s got the professorial glasses, salt-and-pepper hair that matches his beard, and is more comfortable in a polo shirt than a suit and tie. He speaks eloquent academic English with a lingering Russian accent. His hands move enthusiastically as he explains each of his big, sweeping ideas to a fresh potential convert—not to a cause, but to his way of seeing the world.

Turchin is obsessed with two questions. First, how have societies evolved to create grotesque levels of inequality and bad governance? And second, can we answer such historical puzzles using math and data? To tackle those questions, Turchin has pioneered a field he calls cliodynamics, after Clio—the muse of history—and dynamics, the study of change. With his novel approach, he set out to unlock the secret origins of human hierarchies.

Central to his thinking is a concept called multilevel selection. It’s complicated, but can be illustrated with a simple example from Turchin’s latest book, Ultrasociety. Let’s start with the most basic parts of Darwinian natural selection. At the individual level, if a trait makes you better at surviving and producing offspring, it’s more likely to be passed on to the next generation. Your kids will have that trait, and perhaps they’ll pass it on to their own children. That trait is “selected.” Conversely, traits that make you more likely to die and therefore fail to have children are culled from the gene pool over time.

Now, consider how those dynamics would affect warriors. The traits that make warriors good at fighting also make them more likely to die. The best warriors eagerly throw themselves into deadly battles. Many die in those battles, thereby eliminating themselves from the gene pool. Cowards who run away don’t die. Surely, then, bravery in combat wouldn’t get selected because it makes us less likely to survive long enough to have many children. So why are we still blessed with a plentiful supply of brave people?

The explanation to that seeming paradox may not lie at the individual level, but rather at the group level. If you have an army full of brave warriors and you find yourself on a battlefield pitted against an army full of cowardly warriors, it doesn’t take a genius such as Peter Turchin to predict who will win. One brave soldier in an army of cowards will die, but an army of brave soldiers working together has a better chance of surviving. And if the warfare is brutal, in which the losing side gets slaughtered, then the cowardly warriors who run away and get killed (sometimes along with their relatives) are the ones removed from the gene pool. In an age of warfare, a society full of brave warriors is more likely to survive—and produce lots of children—than a society of cowards. Groups matter.

Of course, the real world is more complicated. At the individual level, brave warriors might be more likely to die in combat, but those who survive to tell the tale sometimes have their pick of sexual partners. The returning hero may have better luck at the prehistoric equivalent of a cocktail bar than the surviving coward. And sometimes, one society can defeat another on the battlefield, but both societies nonetheless survive and continue to thrive, creating no difference in the genetics that are passed to the next generation. This complicated interplay between individual-level selection (an individual warrior’s prospects for survival in our example) and group-level dynamics (the prospects that the society as a whole will survive and thrive) is the core conundrum that multilevel selection seeks to explain. Understanding those dynamics is crucial because our modern world is the by-product of lots of little social experiments, generation after generation. Some ways of life that were tailor-made for survival spread, while other ways of life died out because those who practiced them were wiped off the map. (Another way to think about this concept is to imagine one society that believed that having children was forbidden by God and another that believed that it was God’s will to have ten children per couple. The antichildren society would last one generation. The society obsessed with divine procreation would proliferate. In that way, traits, beliefs, and social systems have an effect on which ideas, customs, and people survive into the next generation.)

But what does all of this have to do with the rise of hierarchy?

Around 500 BC, the Greek philosopher Heracleitus said, “War is the father of all things.” He was onto something. And again, our story—guided by Turchin’s theories—returns to ranged weapons. Let’s imagine two equally skilled armies. The larger army has a thousand soldiers and the smaller army has five hundred soldiers. If the armies march toward each other to fight with fists or swords, then the larger army has roughly a two-to-one advantage. Each soldier typically fights only one other soldier at a time, so slowly, but steadily, the smaller army will run out of soldiers and will be forced to retreat, or they’ll all be killed. The advantage is real, but it isn’t insurmountable. Smaller armies facing two-to-one odds sometimes win.

Now, let’s imagine that the armies have archers instead of swordsmen. Everything changes because it doesn’t have to be one-on-one combat any longer. It’s like dodgeball, in which a two-on-one advantage is likely to end badly for the sole survivor being pummeled from two angles at once. Similarly, two archers can fire at the same enemy soldier. The math of ranged combat is different. Let’s see how. (Bear with me for the only bit of math in the book.)

The two armies—one with five hundred archers, the other with one thousand archers—unleash their arrows at once. For simplicity, let’s say that 30 percent of the archers hit their target. Three hundred archers from the smaller army are wounded or killed (30 percent of 1,000 arrows fired equals 300). But only 150 archers from the larger army are hit (thirty percent of 500 arrows equals 150). After one exchange of fire, it’s now a battle of 850 versus 200. The two-to-one advantage has quickly shifted to a more than four-to-one advantage. After one more volley, everyone in the smaller army will be wounded or killed. The bigger army will still have 790 archers left.

Battlefields don’t always follow the logic of math on blackboards. Tactics, terrain, the element of surprise, and the quality of weapons or soldiers all are incredibly important variables. But the key point is this: mathematical logic shows that the advantage of having a larger army is much greater for armies using ranged weapons than those engaged in close combat. (And smaller armies using ranged weapons can sometimes win resounding victories even against much larger armies equipped with swords and spears, as Henry V was delighted to find out in the Battle of Agincourt.)

But why does this all matter? Why is the math of arrows and swords relevant to understanding why you might have a boss, a boss’s boss, and a boss’s boss’s boss at work? For a simple reason: as ranged weapons became more common, the dynamics of warfare started to dramatically favor societies with more soldiers. If a few hundred people got together and formed an army under the rule of a single chief, egalitarian bands of twenty to eighty members just couldn’t compete. And when humans get together in larger groups, flat societies become impossible. Put enough people together, and hierarchy and dominance always emerge. It’s an ironclad rule of history.

Some people had to learn this the hard way. Bands that stubbornly stuck to the old ways of flat society started to get wiped out by those who joined together and embraced chiefs. Plus, on the battlefield itself, having leaders (generals) with formal power over their soldiers was much more effective than a ragtag bunch of soldiers making their own decisions. It was the opposite of the !Kung hunting rituals. To win a war, you didn’t want to insult your best and bravest. You needed to elevate your best fighters, not cut them down to size.

Those battlefield dynamics didn’t stay on the battlefield. Once people become a general, they tend to get a taste for power. “The people that were put in charge—the military leaders—gradually usurped more power for themselves and set themselves up as chiefs,” Turchin says. Bands became tribes and tribes became chiefdoms. But if Turchin is right that warfare triggered this social shift, why didn’t it happen sooner? Why was there a sudden rise in hierarchy in a narrow band of human history? The answer lies not with weapons, but with food.

Around eleven thousand years ago, humans changed how we fed ourselves. The First Agricultural Revolution (or Neolithic Revolution) was ushered in with the domestication of a few “pioneer crops,” including peas, chickpeas, lentils, and flax. Barley, figs, oats, and others soon followed. Farming began. It was disastrous for our nutrition. Our food supply became more reliable, but it shifted humans from a varied diet to one that only offered a narrow slice of nutrients. Before farming, the average height of a hunter-gatherer was five foot ten for men and five foot six for women. Virtually overnight, the average height for men shrank down to five foot five and down to five foot one for women. Even today, our average height has not fully recovered. But aside from reducing our size, the agricultural revolution also seems to have ushered in a new era of inequality. We became a bunch of greedy short people.

The traditional explanation for that abrupt shift, popularized by Jared Diamond in Guns, Germs, and Steel goes like this: Agriculture made it easier to have excess food. Once there was more food to go around, some people hoarded it. Those surpluses made inequality possible. They also made it possible to support a larger group of people, because growing peas was scalable in a way that hunting gazelles wasn’t. As surpluses and population sizes grew, societies became both more complex and more hierarchical. And with surpluses and hierarchy came more conflict, as individuals and groups fought to establish their primacy in a rapidly changing system.

Others have proposed more nuanced explanations. Manvir Singh points out that some people were already able to get a steady supply of food prior to the agricultural revolution, through fishing, for example. And Robert Carneiro, writing in 1970, developed a theory called environmental circumscription. The idea is elegant. He argues that the rise of agriculture put a premium on controlling land in a way that was simply absent for hunter-gatherers. What’s the point of controlling a patch of dirt if the gazelles you’re hunting are just going to move somewhere else? With farming, your survival was linked to the soil you occupied. More soil meant more productive capacity. Controlling land became much more important.

But there was a twist: If you lived in, say, the Amazon Basin, then good farmland stretched in every direction. Getting forced off your land isn’t as big of a deal when equally good farmland is everywhere. That’s not true if you live in, say, coastal Peru, where your back is to the sea. In Carneiro’s terminology, the land in Peru is “circumscribed” in a way that the land in Amazonia isn’t. As a result, if wars were fought in Amazonia, the losing group would just retreat, setting up shop in another fertile section of land elsewhere. In coastal Peru, however, there was nowhere else to go. The losing group would be conquered. Being conquered meant that you would either be killed or, more likely, subsumed as part of the winning society.

In that way, Carneiro argued, warfare in circumscribed areas created larger populations, which ultimately created more complex societies. These eventually became proto-states, the earliest versions of what we would recognize as countries. Amazonia, to this day, still has plenty of hunter-gatherers. Coastal Peru became home to a series of complex societies, culminating in the Incan Empire—an empire defined by hierarchy. Perhaps the evolution of human society from egalitarian bands to top-down empires, then, can be explained by flukes of geography.

So, which theory is correct? Was it war, or was it the rise of agriculture? Our world is too complex for one unifying theory that explains everything. Most scholars, however, agree that both warfare and agriculture—“war and peas,” if you will—played a significant role in generating large, complex hierarchical societies. This shift happened with astonishing speed. According to Turchin’s data, groups of tens of people in bands were around for hundreds of thousands of years. Then, groups of hundreds formed farming villages around 8000 BC. Groups of thousands emerged as simple chiefdoms in 5500 BC. Groups of tens of thousands, known as complex chiefdoms, followed suit by 5000 BC. The first archaic states, comprising hundreds of thousands of individuals, rose around 3000 BC. By 2500 BC, there were macrostates with millions of subjects. And by 500 BC, mega-empires topped out in the tens of millions. In a comparative blink, we went from many smaller, flatter societies to enormous, hierarchical behemoths defined by inequality and dominance.

The rest, quite literally, is history.

As hierarchies became more widespread, struggles for power increased. Upstarts who would’ve previously faced ostracism, humiliation, or death now had a real prospect of becoming genuinely powerful. Power begets conflict, so violence increased. The 2 percent murder rate of the hunter-gatherer societies increased substantially, approaching 10 percent in some of our darkest eras (from the Iron Age to about five hundred years ago). At first glance, then, hierarchy seems pretty bad. After all, the Batavia hierarchy allowed a psychopath to murder more than a hundred people simply because he had power over others. More people were murdered under chiefs and despots than under egalitarian bands. But if hierarchy is to blame, how can we explain the reassuring fact that just 0.7 percent of humans on the planet today meet their end through homicide—a rate around a third of what we would expect from our primate ancestry? More reassuring still, if you look at the best-governed complex societies on the planet—such as Japan, Norway, or Germany—between 0.05 and 0.09 percent of their citizens die at the hands of another human being. That’s up to forty times lower than the rate for hunter-gatherer societies. Modern states are the most hierarchical social structures ever conceived and developed. They’re also the safest.III

The obvious conclusion is that hierarchy and power are neither good nor bad. They provide a tool—a tool that can be used to facilitate cooperation and community or to exploit people and kill them. Turchin agrees: “Hierarchy is like fire. It can be used to cook food or to burn people.” But without it, all of the marvels of civilization would be impossible. “We are not ants,” Turchin explains. “We don’t have a pheromones system. So hierarchy is the only way that humans can cooperate and coordinate in large-scale societies.” Plus, because hierarchy can breed competition, it can also spark innovation. Competition for status in more meritocratic societies can sometimes produce much better outcomes than if everyone just rested on their laurels as equals.

The story of the Tongan castaways is heartwarming. The story of the Batavia is heart-wrenching. But the Tongan castaways don’t offer us a model for our modern societies. Flat societies are deeply limiting for humans. Our choice is either to live in tiny cooperative groups or to embrace hierarchy. That’s why power and status are here to stay.

So, if we’re stuck with hierarchy—if we need bosses and generals and presidents and prison guards—then why are so many of those people dreadful? To find out, we need to figure out why corruptible people tend to seek power. Improbably, the solution to that puzzle lies with a statistician from World War II, the daughter of a cannibal emperor, some hyenas, and a power-hungry, flamingo-obsessed president of a homeowners’ association in Arizona.

I. This is also the reason we don’t need to know how tall Lee Harvey Oswald was or whether he lifted weights.

II. There are a few exceptions. For example, one corpse, of a young boy in Italy, was buried with ornate status symbols. Magnificent prehistoric burial chambers have also been discovered near modern-day Moscow.

III. Part of the reason for this is that, unlike egalitarian hunter-gatherer bands, modern criminal justice systems provide a mechanism to both deter social deviance and eliminate the need for deadly vigilante justice when it happens.
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