
Organisms, Superorganisms, Func2on, and Purpose 

David Sloan Wilson: Terry Deacon. So happy to be talking with you. 

Terrence Deacon: Happy to be here.  

DSW: I want to begin by asking you about Teilhard de Chardin. Of course, this project is all about him. 
Love to know how he entered your life, whether with this project, or do you know about him? I suspect 
you did beforehand. Tell us about Teilhard from your perspecEve.  

TD: I came in touch with his work probably when I was in college, a young student. The Phenomenon of 
Man, because I was interested in evoluEonary biology, but I'm also interested in the brain and minds, 
that sort of thing. I have to say that iniEally I didn’t take it very seriously. Reading his stuff, I thought, this 
is interesEng. It's science ficEon, it could be interesEng. But it wasn't unEl I began to think about the 
nature of language, and how it unifies people, and how we share so much that other species can't, that 
is that we can get inside each other's heads using language, in ways other species can't. But I realized 
that there was something in his work, but it laid dormant unEl I basically came in contact with Ben. And 
as we began to talk about this project, it reinvigorated my interest. 

In part because before that, I had been pursuing this quesEon about how language changes brains, how 
over the course of our evoluEon—that was something that drove my early work of course, as a graduate 
student. And I realized that, that means that it's going to have this effect on forward, and that if it can 
change brains, it can change all of human interacEons in the future, and parEcularly now that it's been 
augmented by all kinds of electronic means.  

DSW: So the big topic of this project, through the lens of Teilhard, is the concept of organism and 
whether that could be expanded even to include the whole earth as an organism. You're the perfect 
person to ask this to. How would you define the concept of organism in a way that's sufficiently general, 
that it refers to more than just you and me bounded by our skins? 

TD: I think that's been one of the big problems in the history of biology. We really don't have a very solid 
definiEon of what an organism is, and it's one of the reasons why the noEon of a superorganism can 
become confused. So for example, when we compare ourselves as socieEes of cells, we realize that each 
cell is like an organism, and yet I'm also an organism, and a social group has some organism-like features. 
The struggle was what determines the individuaEon, what makes an individual so to speak. And 
something I've been pursuing over the years, trying to make sense of it in the broadest sense of the 
terms, in which I could begin to see why you might even consider viruses organisms, even though we 
oWenEmes don't even consider them alive. 

It has to do with this capacity of an individual to repair itself, to maintain itself, to persist, as a whole 
unified individual with lots of parts. Then the quesEon is, how does it do that? How do organisms do 
that? The other thing about organisms that's interesEng is they have something that in ancient 
philosophy, they would call a telos. There's a goal, an end, they have purposes—we talk about funcEons. 
We don't talk about that when we talk about molecules or rocks and things, they don't have funcEons, 
but organisms do. 

DSW: Right. In fact, I want to elaborate on that because I think it's safe to say, in fact, it's so common, but 
sEll worth noEng, that the concept for organism, it’s a funcEonal concept. If an organism isn't 
funcEonally organized, a highly cooperaEve unit, its parts behaving in an organ-like fashion, we don't call 
it an organism. We're agreed on that much? 

TD: I think so. Yeah.  



DSW: But then in addiEon, if we want to disEnguish an organism from other funcEonally organized units, 
such as machines, which don't self-replicate, and don't possibly have a telos or something like that, they 
don't self-repair, then I guess we're designaEng an organism as something which is a very special kind of 
funcEonally organized unit. It's funcEonal organizaEon alone does not qualify it as an organism, so what 
are some of the other requirements for it to be called an organism?  

TD: I would actually disagree in the sense, it's a trivial one, in which is to say that machines are 
funcEonal, but we're the source of that funcEon. So that they don't have intrinsic funcEon, they have 
extrinsic funcEon. Organisms, we define them with respect to their intrinsic funcEons, as something that 
they do for which they are the beneficiary. My automobile funcEons for me, I'm the beneficiary, but it's 
not the beneficiary of anything that it does.  

DSW: But does that really change the way we study them? If I were to hand you an automobile and an 
organism, and then ask you just to explain its parts, wouldn't you use the same analyEc approach to 
both?  

TD: Almost. One of the key things is that to funcEon, you've got to be a system that has material parts. 
Those material parts have to have causal relaEons among them. They are organized in a certain way. The 
term organism of course has organizaEon in it. The quesEon is whether that organizaEon is something 
that actually determines what it does. Intrinsically maintains its acEviEes, or whether that maintenance 
is from the outside. In organisms it's always from the inside. Now, what's interesEng about it is that I can 
say what's the funcEon of my car engine, and I describe it in terms of all the things that it does, but it 
does them for me, or does them for moving this thing around which I need.  

The telos, the end, is always external to it. When I talk about my body, there are things in which other 
people could tell me what to do, and I could funcEon for them, but there's also an internal sense of it, 
and it's that internal funcEonality, the internal origin and beneficial features of the funcEonality, I think 
defines organisms. That doesn't deny the fact that we could maybe someday build devices that have 
those features.  

DSW: Basically we've defined organism in a way that it would apply for example, to a social insect colony, 
a honeybee colony, its workers are distributed over several square kilometers, but sEll by virtue of their 
coordinaEon of their parts, they qualify as a superorganism. It's important to note that the concept of 
superorganism is not science ficEon, social insect colonies have been described as superorganisms 
forever, including by early social insect biologists such as Wheeler, and now that's sEll how they're 
described. I think that actually, a superorganism is a convenEonal concept, although to think of human 
society as a superorganism, that too has a long pedigree, a very long pedigree, but in terms of a scienEfic 
sense, it's much more novel to really begin describing human groups and human society in such group 
level of funcEonal terms. 

TD: To get the analogy right, is one of the great challenges we're facing. To understand how an organism 
like a body, like a mulE-celled body is like and unlike, an insect colony, and how an insect colony is like 
and unlike, a social group of say, primates or humans. GeZng those disEncEons, and then to understand 
what's common between them, and what's different are the very criEcal, scienEfic quesEons that we 
need to answer. ParEcularly if what we want to do is to contribute to the development of superorganism 
at another level. 

DSW: And Teilhard was remarkably sensiEve to that in chapter 10, he says there's big differences, and 
one of those big differences is that the human superorganism is a brain of brains, he said, whereas other 
organisms and superorganisms are merely brains, but even there I think, that bears comment, because 
you've already said that we, for example, are an organism at the mulEcellular level, but our cells are also 
organisms of sorts. There's a li]le bit of brain of brains in that statement, and with social insect colonies, 



I know from Tom Seeley's work that the individual bee, in some ways it's a neuron, but in some ways it's 
a brain. The individual bee is making some pre]y darn complex decisions on its own, in addiEon.  

So it’s like a watch that's also a cog of a larger watch. I think that as we really begin thinking about the 
human superorganism, and especially extending it to the whole earth, that's also going to be densely 
mulElevel. The whole earth is going to be a superorganism, but it's going to be composed of parts, and 
they're going to have to be brains in their own right, so that brain of brains concept, I think, how the 
funcEonal organizaEon gets parEEoned, is going to be a very deep thing to think about. 

TD: I would add to that, that the crucial thing is that in each of these ways of talking, we're using an 
analogical sense, and the power of analogy is it allows us to use something that we know, and apply it to 
something that we're not quite sure of yet. All of this discussion about superorganism is using an analogy 
with something we know, and then trying to see, does it extend, and how well does it extend to 
something else? The comparison of the human superorganism as a noosphere for example. The 
quesEons we have to answer are, how is it like the body, or how is it like an ant colony, or how is it 
different? Then to get those details right, will help us to actually play a role in bringing it into being, or 
messing it up. If we get the details wrong, we mess it up. One of the great challenges I think we face, is 
going beyond the analogies, and then saying, "Okay, let's get the details. Let's look at the details.” 

DSW: I think it's important to bring in convergent evoluEon here. We might talk about different 
superorganisms in analogous terms, but another way is that these are obviously very different historical 
origins, someEmes extremely different historical origin, such as an insect origin versus a primate origin. 
In the case of human cultural evoluEon, sEll different historical origins. Look at the different religious 
tradiEons for example, but what they have in common is that they're both the result of a selecEon 
process operaEng at higher levels, at the level of groups.  

So when you do that to a primate, you come up with a different funcEonal organizaEon than you do with 
an insect and so on. Or even if you do it in East Asia, it's different than if you do it in Europe, based on 
the cultures. I think Tinbergen's four quesEons hasn't been menEoned in this context, but you know 
what it means, and the idea that every product of evoluEon must be started from four perspecEves, 
funcEonal, historical, mechanisEc and developmental, I think is actually something we should be 
introducing to this. 

TD: I think you're right. ParEcularly since we oWenEmes confuse, and someEmes for good reason, 
development and evoluEon, that one is in a sense, more pre-scripted than the other. The development is 
oWenEmes something that we think about, as a more pre-scripted, more directed process. If we're 
talking about the generaEon of something that human beings are playing a conscious role in, we'll 
probably have many more features of development, and some features of evoluEon. The interesEng 
thing is that even development has evoluEonary-like logic to it. What makes this a very complicated and 
very exciEng area, is to recognize that we're just beginning to discover how the principles of 
development and the principles of selecEon link together in interesEng and complicated ways, and to 
understand that mechanism it seems to me, is really the key to doing the noosphere right, so to speak. 


