
Human Dis*nc*veness 

David Sloan Wilson: Now let's focus on human dis4nc4veness. Why are we so dis4nc4ve, and how did 
that originate in terms of a hominid species? Tell us. 

Terrence Deacon: First of all, it's one of the big ques4ons that we probably don't have all the answers to 
by a long ways, but let me just begin with a story. A student I was interviewing for a job, was talking 
about their work with chimpanzees. A chimpanzee female who had been harmed in another context, 
came back into the troop and was ac4ng strangely, and the other chimpanzees were basically trying to 
sort out how to interact with this individual. In the discussion, we realized that this chimpanzee was not 
able to tell, not able to communicate what had happened. That is that experience could be expressed in 
terms of behaviors, in terms of nervousness and fear, but there was no ability to pass on the informa4on 
about that experience. What it was, who it was, was it males, was it predators or whatever?  

And yet it's the one thing that we human beings take for granted, that you can ask me a ques4on, and 
you get this outpouring of what I'm thinking about it, and vice versa. That we're in each other's heads all 
the 4me. I think it's one of the really remarkably unique things that language has made possible, is that 
we literally can get in each other's heads. Philosophers call this, they have a bunch of names for it, but 
basically intersubjec4vity is, I can know something about what you feel. Whether you're fearful, whether 
you're angry, and I can know something about why you think that, what experiences you had because 
you can tell me. We have this incredible capacity by virtue of language, to be inside of each other's 
heads to be sharing knowledge, sharing experiences.  

I know the experiences that maybe Plato had with his teacher Socrates, because it was wriJen down and 
passed on from genera4on to genera4on. I have a sense of what he thought, why, and when. This is 
something that is so far beyond other species, even though neurologically we're not that radically 
different. 

DSW: So I want to recount…I’m going to give you what my understanding of your great book, The 
Symbolic Species, and then have you elaborate on it. One of the things you say in that book is that 
symbolic thought, the capacity for symbolic thought, not necessarily computa4onally difficult. That's not 
the puzzle. The puzzle is what good is it? What good is it to have symbols that don't really correspond to 
anything that's out there? What’s the func4on of symbolic thought? In fact, it's so computa4onally 
simple, we actually can train other species to do it, and to think more like us in their own kind. But that 
doesn't mean that they do it in the wild with each other. That was back in 1999. First of all, did I get it 
right? You want to elaborate on it? Take it from there.  

TD: First of all, I do think it's very hard for us to train other species. I've been involved in working with 
chimpanzees and bonobos that have had this language training. It's very hard for them. It's not the way 
that most brains in the natural world work. That is because it's a very indirect way of referring to things. 
Precisely because the sounds have no correspondence to things in the world. That means to learn it, you 
have to think differently, you have to learn differently. You have to, in fact, know a system before you can 
even start. Words don't just refer to things in the world. Names some4mes do, but words also refer to 
others words. 

DSW: But is it the case that a few species did cross the threshold? We've got Kanzi, we've got Alex, the 
Grey parrot, and according to you, these species actually, they did do it.  

TD: Yeah, they did do it with a lot of help, but they did do it. So it’s not that difficult to do, the ini4al 
stage of it. To do it at any level, that is to be really sophis4cated about it, and of course, to develop the 
kinds of complex structures we call grammar and syntax, to boost it, are very difficult. 



DSW: What was the environmental context that caused this to actually take place in the wild, in our 
lineage? 

TD: I think this is where you and I probably have a lot of agreement, and that is, it has to do with 
coopera4on. One of the things that happened early on in our evolu4on now, we're talking about two and 
a half million years ago, is that Australopithecines began to forage on dead animal carcasses probably. I 
think they probably ini4ally did it by wai4ng 4ll the predators and the scavengers were away, and 
grabbing long bones that they couldn't crack open, and using rocks to smash them open. Now, the nice 
thing about that is that we know that chimpanzees, and in fact, capuchin monkeys in South America, use 
rocks to crack open nuts and things like that. Using rocks to crack open long bones that can't be biJen 
into, a big bovid long bone, will expose the marrow. 

It's a source of food that even the predators can't get to, but in using a rock to smash long bones, you're 
going to break rocks as well, and you're going to get sharp edges on rocks. Even though you may begin 
by doing this, you now have a new kind of tool that's incidental to what you were doing before, but it's 
incidental because it allows you to get at other kinds of meat that are associated with that. That as you 
can now scavenge by quickly chasing away scavengers, scraping off a liJle bit of muscle, and heading 
back to the trees. In effect, one can imagine this step-by-step fairly simple move to this. The problem 
with scavenging like that is that primates and us, would be in a terrible situa4on if your head is down 
inside the carcass scraping off something, and the predators were wai4ng for you to get away, they're 
not going to wait. 

So you need somebody else out there to at least say, “Keep these guys away long enough so this guy can 
scrape off a liJle meat and you can get out of there." That means you need coopera4on, but the 
problem is, the individuals you're coopera4ng with for food are also the individuals you're likely 
compe4ng against for reproduc4on. So the ques4on is, how do you establish this balance? Where I can 
trust you to keep me alive, to keep the predators from closing in, while I get a liJle food? Well, we’re 
obviously going to have to share it, but we're also going to have to really develop trust. And in this 
process, if you're my compe4tor for reproduc4on, you're the one person I don't want to trust 
necessarily.  

So I think there's an incredible trust problem that was set out by virtue of beginning to scavenge on 
meat. It created a trust problem that requires, you might say a new social technology, to stabilize the 
coopera4on. Because once it's stabilized, once you can trust this other individual who's watching out for 
you while I'm scraping off meat, then I can do it. But if I can't trust, then in a sense the whole system falls 
apart. 

DSW: In terms of mul4level selec4on, here's how I would phrase it. There's a number of ways to increase 
the importance of group level selec4on. One is to increase the importance of coopera4on, by virtue of 
the ecological situa4on, and the scenario that you just described does exactly that. The fitness 
advantages of coopera4ng just become intensified by virtue of the need for joint vigilance, and that kind 
of thing. But then there's the suppression of selfish behaviors within groups, social control basically. 

TD: And both of these are what I've been talking about, yes. 

DSW: So the concept of reverse dominance in chimp socie4es, then there's a liJle bit of coopera4on and 
just a lot of domina4on.  Richard Wrangham’s book, The Goodness Paradox, and building upon 
Christopher Boehm’s work on naked aggression being 100 to 1,000 4mes more frequent in a chimp 
colony than in a human. But if a bully tries to do its thing, in human society, the others collec4vely gang 
up on him, so dominance hasn't gone away, it's just become a collec4ve phenomenon. At that point 
then, you've got this context for trust basically. That's where we're in agreement on it I think. 

TD: I think we're in agreement in another way, and that is how do you suppress those individuals that are 
likely to be chea4ng in this situa4on? Those who will look the other way when the predator sneaks in. 



How do you control for that? The answer is, if everybody is dependent upon this process, if everybody 
needs the meat, and everybody will need to be either a good scavenger or a good protector, then in a 
sense there's more individuals with a common interest. If many individuals with a common interest 
iden4fy an individual that’s about to break that common interest, there's a power differen4al now, 
where there might be for a very powerful individual, there's a power differen4al between two 
individuals. But once you get the collec4ve interest, now you've got a power differen4al in which the 
group can actually impose sanc4ons on individuals, and keep them from interac4ng. 

So I think that one thing is that language made possible, because it makes possible talking about the 
past, talking about the future, talking about what should be, might be, what my experience was in the 
past, what went wrong, what went right, allows those very complicated rela4onships to become public. 
It distributes control. The nice thing about language is that because it's shareable this way, it's a great 
means to distribute control in a large group. I think that that's the cri4cal story for human evolu4on. 
What's interes4ng about that of course, that creates something in a large social group that is a liJle bit 
like an organism. That is, you now have a group of individuals that have different interests, different 
desires, different pasts, and so on, but they now share a common interest, and they will act individually 
in such a way that benefits the common interests, which indirectly benefits themselves. That makes the 
social group more like an organism. I'm not going to call it a superorganism yet, but s4ll it has that 
feature of reciprocity.  

DSW: Pete Richerson has a phrase from papers with Robert Boyd, crude superorganism. Superorganism, 
crude, and of course it would have to start out that way, wouldn't it? As we’re just adding elements to 
this, I think that since you were telling some fascina4ng, just so stories about the original use of rocks 
and them cracking, and then there's your first tools, basically. Paul Bingham’s hypothesis about stoning 
basically, as the great equalizer for hand to hand combat, then the biggest guy wins, but when we can all 
stand at a safe distance and throw stones, then it's a different story. Or wait un4l the person's asleep and 
do it.  

And then another element, which I think is very important, and I haven't emphasized it, and I think it 
should, is the demands of childcare. Especially moving out onto the savanna, then you can't really 
necessarily just have the kid on your back and so on, and you really need to have more alloparents. 
Sarah Hrdy and her line of thought of coopera4ve childcare, I think is another important factor. 

TD: I would add to that, the fact that it also forces division of labor, par4cularly in terms of meat 
gathering, because the last place you want to bring very young individuals to, is a place where there's 
poten4al predators and scavengers. So that, to some extent, it's also going to complicate the social 
rela4onship even further. So that this food source complicates it in another way, which is that also now a 
major food source, and important food source has to be shared between groups of people. 

DSW: You got to bring it back and stuff like that. 

TD: You got to bring it back, and you've got to figure out how to share it, but of course sharing is another 
problem of trust, and another problem of redistribu4ng the balance of power, so to speak. I think the 
whole context that sets this up for us, that I think drove the need for something like language, was this 
very complicated problem of se`ng up collec4ve trust, and collec4ve of suppression of chea4ng. 

DSW: Right. So coopera4on came first, and then there's the fascina4ng possibility that a few of the apes 
were really smart, and in some respects, chimps and presumably the common ancestor, was smart like 
that as well. Some psychological abili4es that are as good or beJer than humans. Now, we're in a 
trus4ng situa4on where they've really goJen every reason to coordinate with each other, and to a large 
extent, could language have really just sprung up from there, based on this kind of plas4city that you're 
talking about, now that the condi4ons were ripe for it. You didn't need to wait maybe for gene4c 
evolu4on, you would just get these very smart organisms with much more need and capacity to 



communicate with each other. They'd invent it, in the same way that we invented the internet. What do 
you think about that scenario? 

TD: I actually think of the earliest stages of this, not like language itself, but more like what we today 
would call ritual. One of the things that we do with ritual is we communicate difficult arrangements. If 
you think about a marriage arrangement, it's a difficult arrangement because there's lots of poten4al 
sexual compe4tors in the group. Who do you bring together? All of the people you know, and your 
families. They're the people that have vested interests or vested compe44on. In this process, you act 
something out. We even some4mes talk about the act of saying, "I do." The act actually changes your 
social rela4onship in this process. In that way, you're crea4ng symbols. You're crea4ng rela4onships that 
are abstract, that you can't see, you can't touch, but they have this abstract rela4onship.  

I think the earliest ways, and we s4ll use this of course. We s4ll use it whether it's coming into puberty or 
becoming married or dealing with death, and so on and so forth, we have always fallen back on these, 
not just language, not just saying it, because you can't always trust words, but when they're acted out, 
you feel like you can trust it beJer. I actually think that the early stages of this was very much at an ac4ve 
process, that our symbolic processes grew out of a ritual-like interac4ons, and that as that became more 
and more important, it produced selec4on pressure on the brains of the individuals involved, so that we 
became beJer and beJer at it. I think that we developed our capaci4es, our readiness for language, over 
the course of about 2 million years.


