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CHAPTER 5

THE EVOLUTION OF EVIL

JOSHUA D. DUNTLEY
DAVID M. BUSS
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It might also have aggravated Clara that the hotel was precisely the
one where Clara and David had gotten married a decade earlier—on Val-
entine’s Day. When she saw her husband emerge from the hotel elevator
with his mistress, the two hand-in-hand, Clara Harris went “ballistic.” She
ripped the blouse off her rival’s body and wrestled her to the ground. Al-
though she clearly intended to do more damage, her husband separated
the two women, and Clara was firmly escorted out of the hotel by the
clerk on duty. As she left the lobby, David shouted, “It’s over! It’s over!
It’s over!”

It was then that Clara Harris became strangely calm, according to her
stepdaughter, Lindsey, who accompanied her out of the hotel. Clara si-
lently got into her Mercedes, and her tears stopped flowing. Clara was
cool and composed as she suddenly stomped on the accelerator and
rammed the car into her husband. She then ran over him again and again.
Her stepdaughter tried to exit the vehicle, but had to wait until Clara
stopped the car and the damage had finally come to an end. “You killed
my Dad,” Lindsey said, when the car finally stopped. In light of the cir-
cumstances, many in Texas do not judge Clara’s horrific deed as evil.
Some think that David Harris got exactly what he deserved.

Can good and evil be evaluated from an evolutionary perspective? In
this chapter, we consider several related issues:

Have humans evolved adaptations to commit deeds that most would
consider “evil”?

Have humans evolved defenses against the perpetration of evil on
them?
Do the apparently universal cognitive categories of “good” and “evil”

have special functional uses, aiding humans in solving critical,
adaptive problems?

EVIL AS THE INFLICTION OF FITNESS COSTS

Evil has no direct analogue in the formal structure of evolutionary theory.
Evolution by natural selection operates by the simple process of differen-
tial gene reproduction as a consequence of differences in heritable design.
Heritable variants that lead to greater reproduction, compared with com-
peting variants present in the population at the time, become represented
in greater numbers in the next generation. Iterated over multiple genera-
tions, the process of selection leads to the evolution of adaptations that ex-
ist solely because they contributed, either directly or indirectly, to the re-
productive success of their bearers. Thus, the process of natural selection is

value-free. Whatever qualities lead to increased replicative success are
those that evolve.
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The evolutionary process of selection produces many products, and
humans have little hesitation in labeling some of those products “good”
and others “evil.” At a first approximation, those we label as “evil” are
behaviors or behavioral dispositions that result in a massive imposition of
fitness costs on another individual or group. Indeed, as we argue later in
the chapter, humans have evolved a specialized psychological categoriza-
tion system for making these judgments.

The imposition of fitness costs on another individual can vary in mag-
nitude from trivial to catastrophic. At the low end, someone bumping into
you in the hall or stepping on your to¢ might be considered annoying, but
probably not evil, unless these acts were repeated to the point of torture.
At the high end are events such as robbing, maiming, rape, torture, and
murder, with combinations of these usually viewed as embodying evil
more fully than any considered alone. Intentional premeditated murder oc-
cupies the extreme end of the continuum, but within that broad class,
some murders are considered to be more evil than others—murder with
malice, murder without provocation, murder of young, defenseless chil-
dren, murder of adolescent girls, serial murder, mass murder, and geno-
cide. Some homicides, on the other hand, are considered excusable, justifi-
able, or even aleruistic—for example, killing in self-defense, killing to
protect a family member from harm, or killing to prevent a helpless
stranger from being raped. Of course, as Baumeister (1997) points out, the
judgment of the perpetrators and victims will surely differ in how evil
these deeds are evaluated to be (a point that we will take up later). The key
point here is that the acts we consider evil invariably involve the im-

position of massive costs on victims, even though not all massive costs are
considered to be evil.

By what metric do we judge acts to be costly? One contention of this
chapter is that the deeds we view as evil occupy the extreme end of a con-
tinuum of reproductively relevant costs—that is, those that impose a mas-
sive fitness cost on the victim will be viewed to be the most evil. Humans,
of course, do not think in these terms. We do not think to ourselves: “Gee,
the damage done to Sally inflicts a large cost on her fitness, which impairs
her relative gene replication . .. hence, it’s evil.” Rather, we propose that
humans have evolved evaluative psychological mechanisms that function
to gauge the magnitude of fitness costs inflicted on themselves, their allies,
their children, and their extended families—roughly, the degree of evil. We
have also evolved evaluative mechanisms to assess the magnitude of fitness
benefits that others bestow on us and our vehicular allies—roughly, the
degree of good. According to our evolutionary theory of good and evil, the
degree of evil and of good judged by a person is partially a function of the
person’s degree of genetic relatedness to the person upon whom costs are
inflicted or benefits are bestowed. Costs inflicted or benefits bestowed
upon closer relatives would be more evil or good, respectively, than the
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in their children’s success. Although some of these forms of individual
competition, such as investing in children, do not correspond to human in-
tuitions about competition, they do embody competition at the formal
level of natural selection, as much as two stags locking horns in direct
combat or two humans clawing each other psychologically to get ahead in
the status hierarchy.

Since all modern humans are the descendants of ancestors who suc-
ceeded countless times in direct and indirect competition, modern humans
carry with them the competitive adaptations that led to their ancestors’
success, and pass on the genes that contribute to the development of these
adaptations to their children. Some of these adaptations function to inflict
costs on other humans.

WHY HUMANS INFLICT HARM ON OTHER HUMANS

At an abstract level, there are two fundamental strategies for besting a
competitor in a fitness contest. One strategy involves the acquisition of
benefits that aid fitness—for example, scrambling for superior access to re-
sources, displaying more alluring attractant signals to a mate, bestowing
on children resources that aid their reproductive success, or aiding one’s
kin in a manner that increases inclusive fitness (Hamilton, 1964). The
other strategy involves inflicting costs on competitors—for example, im-
pairing their access to resources, interfering with their mate attractant
signals, or harming a competitor’s kin.

In the world of nonhuman animals, both strategies are seen in great
abundance. Baby birds compete for their parents’ food resources by “beg-
ging” with beaks wide open, but they also sometimes push a sibling out of
the nest and hence commit siblicide. Male scorpionflies compete for fe-
males by securing insects to feed them as part of the nuptial gift, but they
also jostle competing males away from the female, inflicting physical costs
on their rivals. Among humans, intrasexual strategies of mate competition
involve both sending attraction signals (Buss, 1988) and verbally derogat-
ing rivals (Buss & Dedden, 1990, Schmitt & Buss, 1996). Although dam-
aging a rival’s reputation may not be considered “evil” in the grand
scheme of things, from the victim’s perspective, the lost social status and
consequent failure in mate competition may seem evil. Indeed, these status
losses sometimes drive people to kill those they perceive as having harmed
them. The emotion of vengeance may have evolved as a defense designed
to staunch such costs or deter others from inflicting similar costs in the
future.

In summary, we can expect selection to have favored the evolution of
some adaptations that function to inflict costs on intrasexual rivals specifi-
cally and conspecific competitors generally. These costs vary from small to
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large in the currency of fitness damage to the recipient. As the fitness costs
grow in B.mm::s%, we become more and more inclined to label the ac-
tions mm.m<:. According to our theory of the evolution of evil, humans ha

mammmmaosm to inflict these costs—adaptations to steal E<w_m, Rmocnnmﬂn
m.mm?m:o:m to damage rivals’ reputations, adaptations to physically injur ,
rivals, and adaptations to steal their mates. Humans also are likel M r_ ve
evolved adaptations to kill (Buss & Duntley, 2003) yronave

KILLING AS PROTOTYPICALLY EVIL

?ovmv_.w no other class of human action is judged to be more evil tha
mwoB&;mH& murder, and there may be no other class of actions that :H
flicts a greater fitness cost on the victim (Buss & Duntley, 2003; Duntl
& Buss, 2003). Although no formal theory is needed to ﬂm__,:m %m,m it is vnw
to be dead, killing is worse for a victim’s fitness than is currentl Rn% -
:._Nmm by any existing psychological theory, except the homicide Wmm Hm-
tion theory (Buss & Duntley, 2003). First, by being killed, the victim Wo_?
feits all future reproduction. He loses sexual access to v_.m,n::m:ﬁ artn
as ,.\<m= as .m: future mating opportunities he may have acquired %rm HMW
Bm.::ma alive. With his death, he is no longer around to invest in hi
children. His children’s survival and reproduction become imperiled a N
Rm.:_ﬁ of his untimely death. It is known that the death of a parent can Mdm
pair the survival of children, in some cultures by as much as 10% (Hill mm,
I_.:SQP 1996). If the children live and his mate remarries, the victim’
children vnno.En stepchildren—the single largest risk mmnﬂom for ph mmnmw
m.v:,mm and child homicide (Daly & Wilson, 1988). Furthermore %M vic-
tim’s .mxﬂn:mmm kin—his brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles u:m hew
and nieces, grandparents and grandchildren—all become more “E_:mnm_u_w
as a consequence of his death through the loss of his protection and the
perception of his family as exploitable. And if all of these fitness costs :
not .vwm enough, his rivals benefit from his death. His mate becomes : o
Hmsw_m_ mmx:m_ partner for his rivals. His resources become m<m:mv_m Wol
&.-Q.H taking. And his rivals’ children now have a competitive edge o<on HMH
victim’s own children. His death, in short, can become his 1<m~w. EM :Mu
summary, killing may inflict more momentous fitness costs on mmin.:B
than any other single act—such a consequence constitutes prototypical evil
from the perspective of the victim and the victim’s friends and ww:

o Reversing the perspective from victim to perpetrator yields m:aﬁunm:s
Em_mra.. As a thought experiment, consider that your assignment, sho M
you decide to accept it, is to outreproduce your rivals. You nmsvmnrmwﬁ
&_m goal .3 various means—for example, besting them in the quest for
?mr-m:m_:% food, developing more hygienic practices to better combat
parasites and diseases, cultivating strategies that succeed in better m:nmnﬂ
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ing desirable mates, or investing more heavily or more skillfully in your
children. But one remarkably effective strategy remains by which you
could accomplish your mission in dramatic fashion—killing your rivals.

From the perspective of the inclusive fitness of the killer, kiiling a ri-
val, in principle, can offer a bounty of benefits. By killing a rival, you may
gain access to the rival’s resources, since the rival is not around to protect
them—resources such as land, food, tools, weapons, or shelter. Since rivals
are often in competition for the same pool of potential mates, killing a ri-
val can eliminate mating competition. The rival’s existing mates become
potential new mates for the killer. The killer’s current and future children
may have less competition in the next generation, thereby enhancing their
fitness. The victim’s losses, in short, can become a killer’s gains.

This brief description of the potential benefits of killing a rival, of
course, ignores the costs of killing, and indeed, killing can be a dangerous
and costly strategy to carry out. Killers risk being injured or killed while
attempting to carry out a murder. Even if “successful,” the kin of the
victim may extract revenge in the future. In some cultures, killers suffer
retribution from the larger group. Furthermore, killing may harm the rep-
utation of the perpetrator, hindering future access to social resources, in-
cluding mates. The key point is 70t that killing is always, or even often,
beneficial to the fitness of the killer. Rather, killing historically has been
potentially beneficial in the currency of reproductive fitness under some
delimited circumstances (i.e., when the risks are low, when costs are un-
likely to be incurred, when the potential yield is large in magnitude, or
when killing is the least costly strategy available amid an array of costly
options). As a result of these benefits to the killer, combined with the costs
to victims, as soon as homicide enters a population as a strategy, evolution
will immediately select for coevolved defenses, resulting in an “arms race”
of antagonistic coevolution.

DEFENDING AGAINST EVIL:
ANTAGONISTIC COEVOLUTION

There can be little doubt that, from the victim’s perspective, their killers or
would-be killers would be considered evil. Before we consider the possible
evolution of a universal cognitive category of evil, however, it is critical to
consider the evolutionary events that would be set into motion once killing
entered the human strategic repertoire. Because of the dramatic fitness
costs of being killed, selection would act strongly to create defenses against
killing—what we have called anti-homicide mechanisms (Duntley & Buss,
1998).

The intensity of selection is generally a function of two critical factors:
(1) the fitness consequences, and (2) the frequency of the fitness-relevant
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events. Hrmnn is no doubt that being killed inflicts enormous fitness dam-
age on victims, fulfilling the first criterion. Given the magnitude of dam-
age, the frequency of killing need not be high at all for selection to act con-
sistently and strongly in fashioning anti-homicide defenses. The lifetime
odds of being killed in the United States are roughly 1 in 200; they are 1 in
26 for nmnmmmz groups such as inner-city males (Ghiglieri, 1999). Among
more traditional societies, such as the Ghibusi tribe of Africa or the
%m¢oEmBo of Venezuela, as many as 30% of all males die at the hand of
their fellow humans (Chagnon, 1988; Ghiglieri, 1999). Even among the
,mo-nm:nm “peaceful” !Kung San of Botswana, murder rates are higher than
in Los Angeles or Detroit. Paleontological evidence, which reveals arrow-
heads lodged in rib cages and crushing blows to ancient skulls, points to a
long human history of killing (Buss & Duntley, 2003). u
Although it is impossible to determine with precision the exact fre-
quency of homicide over the long course of human evolutionary history
m<m:mv_n evidence suggests that it was likely to be far from ::no:::o:u
wws& given the large fitness impact of being killed, even small rates of r:_“
_:mw_w:wr as the o.w % rate that exists currently in the United States, would
easily have met the required criteri i u
asiy have met the | mm_wmm:mmw. ia for selection to have operated to
._:.mwnav humans likely have evolved many different types of anti-
.roQ:Qam defenses (Duntley & Buss, 2003). Stranger anxiety, for example
is an excellent candidate for an evolved anti-homicide mnnmﬁmww. It mBnnmnm,
predictably at 7-8 months of life, is specific to male strangers (who histori-
cally have been more dangerous to infants), and appears to be universal
across cultures (Heerwagen & Orions, 2002; Marks, 1987; Marks &
Z.mmmav @.mn:. Other potential anti-homicide defenses En_sam ethnocen-
trism, .m_nm_sm mechanisms, mind-reading abilities specialized for detectin
homicidal intent, and many others (Duntley & Buss, 2003). ¢
. monmﬂmm humans risk getting killed in many different circumstances, a
single anti-homicide adaptation would have been insufficient to combat w:
wm the dangers. Being killed in infancy is different from being killed by an
::nmm.nx:m_ rival in a status dispute as an adult. Being killed in a status dis-
pute is different from being killed by a jealous mate who has suddenly dis-
covered a sexual infidelity. Being killed by an enraged mate is different
mao.E being killed in tribal warfare. Given the many, varied, and evo-
Eﬁn_mon_mi_%agns_ﬂo:n circumstances in which the lives of r:Bm:m. have been
endangered, selection will have i
ndangered, selection forged a complex armament of defensive,
Once anti-homicide defenses begin to evolve, however, killing be-
comes a more costly strategy to pursue. First, the success rate of the strat-
egy vno.anm lower as a consequence of anti-homicide defenses, renderin
mwémn fitness benefits to the killer. Second, attempting to kill nmm_ be mos:m
right costly to the killer. Killers risk injury from intended victims, and they






