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Introduction

The Manifold Challenges to
Understanding Human Success

Hugh Desmond and Grant Ramsey

1. Introduction

We often speak of our own species as being remarkably—or even uniquely—
successful. As one would expect, such talk of “human success” can most
often be found in popular science communications, such as newspapers or
magazines, where the human species may be termed an “evolutionary suc-
cess story” (Tarlach 2018) or, in a similar vein, “the dominant species on our
planet” (Stringer 2019). The word “success” clearly speaks to the imagination.
While “success” is probably not viewed as sufficiently precise to be of use in
academic contexts, this way of speaking about humans does sometimes ap-
pear in academic and semi-academic contexts as well, usually in passing and
as a starting point for scientific inquiry and explanation. For instance, some
take the success of humans compared to other primates and large mammals
as an explanandum for further inquiry (Sterelny 2012). Others see humans
as a comparatively successful species tout court (Henrich 2016). In yet other
places, humans are simply introduced as “undoubtedly the most successful
species on Earth” (Smith 2020, 1).

Drawing attention to the language of “success talk” in this way will inev-
itably give the impression that this volume is merely skeptical of such lan-
guage. This is not the case. However, the word “success” has multiple layers
of meaning, and the mere fact that scientists turn to that word as a hook for a
broader audience indicates that we are all, at some level, aware of these layers.
Saying that the human species is a “success” draws the attention in ways
that neutral, factual descriptions (e.g., “humans are bipedal, large-brained
primates”) do not.
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At first sight, “success” could seem to be simply a neutral shorthand for
some type of descriptive species-level metric, including geographic range;
ecological dominance (as measured, for instance, by the consumption of
biomass production in ecosystems); or population size. In this narrowly
circumscribed sense, attributing success to humans is no different from the
way success is attributed to an ant or bird species spreading around the globe
or to some now extinct species that once roamed the Earth. According to
such an analysis, there is not one single metric of species success, but many
different metrics, and different species can be successful in different ways. It
may be difficult to think of another large animal that comes close to Homo
sapiens in population size or ecological dominance (except perhaps for the
domesticated animals that humans breed for consumption), but what about
species whose worlds take place at much smaller spatial scales and who are
more or less oblivious to the evolution of the human species? Tardigrades—
the phylum of minuscule eight-legged creatures known as “water bears”—
come to mind as a very successful species in terms of population size or
geographic range but that do not compete directly with the human species,
being about four orders of magnitude smaller in body size.

If such analyses exhausted the meaning of “success,” we could stop here
and there would be no need for a volume on the subject. However, the con-
cept of success connotes far more than the growth or persistence of spe-
cies. As a usage of “success” that may seem at first entirely unrelated, think
of how ethicists are traditionally concerned with the question What is the
good life? For Aristotelian and neo-Aristotelian thinkers, who ascribe a pur-
pose or teleology to human life, a life can be a “success” when that purpose is
realized. For some neo-Aristotelians, human success involves the realization
of intrinsic human capacities, especially cognitive capacities (e.g., Nussbaum
2000). Such a concept of human success depends on a concept that is perhaps
even more controversial: human nature.

Of course, today many biologists, evolutionary anthropologists, and
philosophers of biology are skeptical of the existence of human nature, or
of the usefulness of the concept (see Hannon and Lewens 2018). However,
human success need not be understood in relation to human nature. For a
different understanding of human success, think of the expression “He was
driven by a desire for success.” The expression does not conjure up the image
of a Socratic figure endeavoring to live a life of rational virtue. Instead, it
calls to mind an individual who sacrifices friends, family, or even personal
well-being in the pursuit of wealth, social status, or professional or political
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success. Success here connotes having power rather than the good, and
illustrates how success has an ambiguous ethical status.

It is tempting to think that this ambiguity helps explain our attraction to
the word “success™ it seems like a good fit for a globalized, competitive era.
Like a burger restaurant hitting on a successful formula and turning into a
franchise invading markets worldwide, the human species seems to have hit
on a pattern of behavior that has allowed it to invade ecosystems radically
different from the ones primates typically inhabit. Or, like the successful in-
fluencer, the human species has “gone viral” In the process, humans have
spread over the Earth and settled in regions as diverse as deserts, arctic
tundra, and tropical rainforests. In so doing, the human population has risen
many orders of magnitude above that of other primate species.

These comparisons only underline the darker side of human success. In the
analogy with the burger franchise, invading new markets means that mom-and-
pop restaurants are put out of business, straining the conditions of employment
as well as the involvement of local communities. Similarly, the success of the
human species has disrupted ecosystems and caused biodiversity to decrease.
One could compare the way in which the human species exploits and manages
nonhuman species with the way colonial powers both exploited other societies
and governed them according to their own cultural ideas and norms.

These overtones evoked by the word “success” illustrate how human suc-
cess is not merely a causal-descriptive concept that can be neatly captured
by empirical metrics. And herein lies the danger: in reflecting on the success
of the human species, we need to carefully consider whether we are just ex-
porting our anthropocentric conceptions about what it is to be successful,
either in terms of ethics or power. This dimension of success was anticipated
by E. O. Wilson (1990, 19) in a passing remark in his overview of the ecology
and evolution of social insects:

“Success” and “dominance,” laden with the history of Western culture, are
risky words to use in biology. But they are nonetheless used all the time
and sometimes interchangeably. We intuitively feel them to be necessary
words in the biological vocabulary. Indeed, some kinds of organisms are
successful and dominant. There is real biology in the distinction, and

neologisms that we might invent would not be welcomed.

In a sense, the present volume aims to unpack the elements present in this
quote. We agree that there is real biology in the term “success” and at the
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same time agree that the social and political connotations cannot be ignored.
The term sits uneasily at the interface between evolutionary biology and
ethics and raises many of the same types of issues—albeit in a more contem-
porary guise—that the concept of evolutionary progress did for many 20th-
century evolutionary thinkers.

2. Success and Progress

The history of biological thought is replete with concepts that at first seem to
describe a causal state of affairs but that, once scratched, reveal an underlying
ethical-normative layer. Aristotelian biology would, of course, be the most
obvious example, where the causal and the ethical are fused: the ethical good
for humans, eudaimonia, is the fulfillment (telos) of human potentialities in
a way that is structurally identical to how the oak tree represents the fulfill-
ment of the acorn. However, concepts that muddle the fact-value distinction
are not strange to the Aristotelian framework. Only in a post-Darwinian in-
tellectual landscape, where the main mechanism of adaptive change (natural
selection) seems to have nothing to do with what is ethically good, do they
become puzzling phenomena.

Historically, the concept of evolutionary progress is one of the most im-
portant examples of such a muddling of facts and values, causes and reasons.
On the one hand, progress seems to describe—and even causally explain—a
state of affairs (namely, large-scale trends). On the other, it also judges the
later states of affairs to be somehow “better” than the earlier ones. As intel-
lectual heirs to the Enlightenment, it was difficult for 19th- and 20th-century
naturalists to resist viewing the history of life and human evolutionary his-
tory in analogous terms.

Darwin’s own views on progress are notoriously ambiguous (cf. Ruse
1996, 136-177; Richards 1988). Even though he made liberal use of the terms
“higher” and “lower” in his references to taxa, he also worried about whether
their use implied using humans as the standard of comparison. For example,
in an 1854 letter to . D. Hooker, he reflects on the concept:

With respect to “highness” & “lowness,” my ideas are only eclectic & not
very clear. It appears to me that an unavoidable wish to compare all animals
with men, as supreme, causes some confusion; & I think that nothing be-

sides some such vague comparison is intended, or perhaps is even possible,
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when the question is whether two kingdoms such as the articulata or
mollusca are the highest. (Darwin 1854)

In a similar vein, Darwin initially preferred to avoid the term “evolution” in
favor of “transmutation” or “descent with modification,” since “evolution”
(from the Latin e-volvere: unrolling or unfolding) had the preformationist
connotations of the unrolling of a predetermined plan, usually from a simple
beginning to a more complex final state (Bowler 1975).

Reflecting the spirit of his times, Darwin (1871) was more overtly pro-
gressionist in his Descent of Man, for instance with his distinction between
“savages” and “civilized man” Around the same time, Galton (1869) was
using the theory of natural selection in order to draw eugenic lessons about
the future of the human species. The ethical and political implications of
the theory of natural selection seemed straightforward for 19th-century
philosophers and naturalists: the lower socioeconomic classes were out-
reproducing the higher ones, and this distortion of natural selection seemed
to imply the “degradation” of the human species. The eugenicist response
was that various forms of artificial selection were needed to counteract this
development; not only would this prevent the degradation of the human
species, but through judicious interventions on reproduction patterns, this
artificial selection could help the human species (and indeed all of evolu-
tion) enter a new era of progress. In this way, the eugenicist concept of evo-
lutionary progress drew on the lawlike normativity of the theory of natural
selection in order to make judgments on how to control human evolution
and steer it toward more ethically desirable states of affairs (for an example,
see Huxley 1936).

How should the concept of evolutionary success be situated vis-a-vis that
of progress? First, the concept of success does not seem to have the same bag-
gage as progress does, and not merely because it has played a less prominent
role in the history of biology. It seems to be more straightforward to present
“success” as ethically neutral, precisely because it can be operationalized with
precise metrics (population size, geographic range, etc.). By contrast, prog-
ress depends on the operationalization of “higher” and “lower;” which in turn
depends on concepts such as complexity that are not operationalizable, or
only with considerable simplification (e.g., where complexity is measured in
terms of the number of part types: McShea and Brandon 2010). This is part
of what is attractive about talking about success: it seems to involve neutral
observations based on clearly definable metrics.
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At a conceptual level, success and progress may indeed be distinct.
Holding that one species is more successful than another does not imply
that the former represents “progress” over the latter. If the human species is
deemed a remarkable evolutionary success, this does not necessarily imply
that it represents a pinnacle of progress, any more than it should imply that
opossums are the pinnacle of marsupial evolution. Nonetheless, success and
progress are not wholly independent either. Success-talk recalls historical
terminology that we now tend to reject. Think of how, in older textbooks
(Matthew 1928; Colbert 1955, 1965), ecologically dominant taxonomic
groups would be used to categorize geological epochs. Thus, paleontologists
spoke of the “Age of Reptiles” to refer to the Mesozoic, and the “Age of
Mammals” to refer to the Cenozoic. (Today, curiously, only the “Age of Man”
phrase remains, under the guise of the “Anthropocene.”)

This language can be seen as progressivist in the following sense: if one
taxon wanes in dominance, only to be replaced by another dominant taxon,
it is a psychologically small (though not logically valid) step to conclude that
the later taxon is “more dominant” than the earlier taxon. This inference of
course presupposes that the success of various species or other taxa can be
compared despite living in different epochs and in different circumstances—
a presupposition that, at least in general, seems false, even though it may be
true under specific circumstances. In fact, when Wilson (1992, 187ft.) used
the same phrasing (“Age of . . ”) decades later, it was in connection to a pro-
gressivist view of evolutionary history.

3. Success and Human Uniqueness

A second concept that seems both to reflect neutral facts and to entail con-
siderable value judgments is the concept of human uniqueness. Here also
Aristotle led the way with a first categorization of humans as the zoon logon,
the “rational animal” The capacity of reason sets humans apart from animals,
and much effort in identifying the capacities that set Homo sapiens apart—
whether it be toolmaking, language, or culture—could be viewed as varia-
tions on the Aristotelian theme.

It would be difficult to understand our fascination with human unique-
ness if it were a merely causal-descriptive concept. Such a concept would ap-
pear to be almost scientifically trivial. Every species has a unique set of traits
(or, more precisely, a unique range of traits), so why care about discovering
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what precisely makes humans unique? Matt Grove in this volume starts out
with precisely this observation, citing Foley (1987).

When phrased in these terms, it is indeed tempting to dismiss our
concerns with human uniqueness as an antiquated form of anthropocentric
navel-gazing. However, from a broader philosophical perspective, the con-
cept of human uniqueness plays some crucial normative functions. For in-
stance, without some concept of what sets humans apart from nonhuman
animals, the distinction between human and animal rights disappears. Even
Peter Singer, the original crusader against speciesism—discrimination on
the basis of species instead of on the basis of what matters morally, namely
the capacity to suffer and the possession of preferences—held that, in the
choice between saving the life of a (healthy, fully developed) human and that
of a (healthy, fully developed) nonhuman animal, preference should still be
given to the former. When faced with a situation that requires a choice be-
tween promoting human welfare and promoting nonhuman animal welfare,
even proponents of animal welfare choose the first in general. (Exceptions
for Singer, notoriously, can be made when the human in question is disabled
or afflicted with neurogenerative diseases.)

In political philosophy also, concepts of moral personality or moral rights
are typically grounded on some concept of the unique capacities of humans.
In Rawls’s veil of ignorance, individuals are stripped of all traits (personality,
socioeconomic class, etc.) except for their reason. The resulting concept of
justice has been criticized as discriminatory to those without the requisite
reasoning capacities (Sen 1979). However, one can argue that all sentient or
agential beings—rational or not—possess moral standing without collapsing
the difference in moral status between humans and nonhuman animals. We
need not delve further into this issue, but such considerations illustrate how
concepts of human uniqueness are not just quaint forms of anthropocentric
confabulations: common moral judgments and legal practices currently pre-
suppose it.

As with progress and success, some conceptions of human uniqueness
have a darker side. Today we would likely not be entirely comfortable in fol-
lowing Aristotle to the conclusion that the goal of human life is the develop-
ment of reason, and that this goal is what grounds the superiority of human
beings. This line of reasoning introduces too large a gap between the weight
given to human needs and the weight given to nonhuman needs, and can
ultimately be used to justify the exploitation of nonhumans or of humans
lacking a rational capacity.
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From this perspective, the concept of success can be used to modify the
concept of uniqueness to help to avoid some of those darker connotations.
Instead of asking what makes humans superior, one can ask: What is the
unique formula that lies behind the success of Homo sapiens? Indeed, a
cursory inspection of the properties that are often associated with human
uniqueness—problem-solving, toolmaking, language, and cooperation
come to mind—shows a striking overlap with some of the properties that
are often understood to be causally responsible for human evolutionary suc-
cess. It suggests a narrative of human evolution where a certain ensemble of
unique traits (cooperation, cumulative culture) led to ecological dominance.
From this perspective, these traits are not significant in themselves, but only
because they provided a way to success.

Whether thinking of the human evolutionary trajectory in terms of suc-
cess instead of uniqueness or progress can help avoid some of the pitfalls of
the latter, or whether success is like the attractive new acquaintance whose
character flaws still have to become apparent, is, of course, not a question
this volume will be able to answer. However, in problematizing evolutionary
success in a systematic, transdisciplinary way, hopefully some of the debate
about success can be expedited to come to a balanced judgment.

4. Overview of the Volume

The first part of the volume tackles the question of what human success—or
species success, more generally—can mean. This helps to orient the reader,
to get a sense of the landscape. However, the chapters in this part do not con-
stitute the last word on the subject, since the second and third parts of the
volume explore, respectively, what caused human success and what the eth-
ical implications are of human success. These parts help to further reflect on
and critique our understanding of human success.

In the first chapter, Daniel McShea provides a bird’s-eye view of some of
the normative dimensions of success and considers how success could re-
flect the type of normativity of a natural law, but also ethical normativity.
He draws on Robert McShea’s distinction between six value standards and
discusses to what extent each is applicable to evolutionary success. He makes
no firm conclusions about how success should be understood—and even
gives reasons to doubt that any firm conclusion can ever be drawn—but does
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strike a cautionary note about the work that needs to occur to make evolu-
tionary success a “scientifically wholesome” concept.

The next chapter, by Bernd Rosslenbroich, shows how key factors in
success—such as freedom and autonomy—have antecedents in the very
structural organization of organisms. Rosslenbroich argues that viewing
human evolution in terms of changes in biological autonomy can help un-
dermine false dichotomies between biology and culture, fact and value.

While McShea and Rosslenbroich point to work that would need to occur
to place evolutionary success on a scientific foundation, in the last chapter of
the first part Marion Hourdequin explicitly argues against reducing success
to a scientific concept and holds that it is paramount to maintain a pluralism
of success concepts that reflect a pluralism of goals. She illustrates this by
discussing how different notions of success are at play in the Anthropocene,
and thus her chapter anticipates later chapters devoted to climate change and
environmental ethics.

In the four chapters of the second part, we get four perspectives on the
causal antecedents of human success: from a paleobiologist, two phys-
ical anthropologists, and two biocultural anthropologists. Geerat Vermeij
draws on his work on evolutionary escalation and paleoecology to provide
a zoomed-out picture of human evolution in terms of resource consump-
tion, competition, cooperation, colonization, adaptation, and evolutionary
feedback loops. It is a thought-provoking read for those interested in the big
picture. Vermeij also discusses the roles of predictability and contingency in
human evolution.

Susan Anton’s chapter focuses on a shorter time span of human
evolution—that of Homo—and, in particular, examines the evolutionary
fate of Homo erectus. Like H. sapiens, H. erectus dispersed across a vast ter-
ritory, far beyond any of its hominin or primate ancestors. In accounting for
this broad ecological tolerance, Anton reviews and examines the evidence
for developmental plasticity in H. erectus, that is, its capacity to develop dif-
ferently (and adaptively) in different environments. There are clear, large-
feature differences with H. sapiens (the latter has much shorter intervals
between offspring and achieved a much higher population density compared
to H. erectus), but the fact remains that H. erectus was quite successful by our
own standards, and yet is now extinct. By some measures, it was more suc-
cessful, having persisted for two million years—something that cannot yet be
said of our own species.
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Matt Grove concentrates on one crucial feature of human evolution: how
increasing brain sizes (encephalization) went hand in hand with life history
changes (especially a longer life expectancy and a longer youth). This implied
a vast range of further changes, for instance how human infants required
increasing amounts of nurturing and parental (and especially maternal) in-
vestment. Grove’s hypothesis is that encephalization slowed our ancestors’
reproductive rate and that this slowed the rate of biological evolution; given
heterogeneity in the environment, this provided the conditions in which
the capacity for culture would be adaptive. In short, the human capacity for
culture—a core part of the story of human success—did not evolve as a direct
consequence of larger brain size but rather because increasingly large brains
meant hominins did not reproduce as rapidly and thus could not adapt to
changing environments through genetic evolution alone.

Kathryn Demps and Peter J. Richerson, in the final chapter of Part I1, also
examine the rise of culture in human evolution and its role in human suc-
cess. They use a gene-culture coevolution framework and focus on human
evolution over approximately the past 50,000 years. They cover some of the
same ground on encephalization as did Grove, and review how, once human
populations grew large enough, and perhaps also in response to intense cli-
mate variation, the rate of cultural adaptation increased significantly around
50,000 years ago. This rate increased after the last ice age, intensified by a
feedback loop between increased exploitation of natural resources, increased
human population size, and increased technological and social innovation.
Their narrative ends at the Anthropocene, and given the explosive growth
of the human species in what amounts to less than the blink of an eye in ev-
olutionary terms, they are clearly cautious about whether H. sapiens should
already be deemed an evolutionary success.

The implied threat that the Anthropocene is actually the start of an ecolog-
ical collapse brings us to the final part of the volume, which concerns the eth-
ical implications of success. Geologists Jan Zalasiewicz, Mark Williams, and
Colin Waters review the evidence for the claim that the human global impact
marks the beginning of a novel geological epoch. They give us an accessible
and informative primer on the subject matter and proceed with a big-picture
discussion of the coevolutionary processes occurring at a global scale—and
they advance the notion of “technosphere” in analogy to the biosphere, litho-
sphere, and atmosphere to help make sense of these processes.

Agustin Fuentes discusses what human success should look like in the
Anthropocene from the perspective of a primatologist and biocultural
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anthropologist. He draws on the conceptual resources of recent developments
in evolutionary biology (under the banner of the extended evolutionary syn-
thesis) in order to highlight the epigenetic, behavioral, and cultural channels
of inheritance beyond the genetic channel. Fuentes uses this to ground a
concept of human success that goes beyond population size or geographic
expansion: level of equity. In other words, the human species cannot count
itself “successful” unless its individuals receive opportunities for flourishing
and expressing their capabilities.

Richard Potts sketches a vision for future human success from the perspec-
tive of a physical anthropologist who has studied how climates have warmed
up and cooled down many times since the dawn of the genus Homo. We seem
now to be faced with worrying and unprecedented change. Nonetheless,
drawing on previous work, Potts reminds us that adaptation to environ-
mental uncertainty is a recurring theme in the story of human evolution—
the motor that has driven many key changes in the past. What precise forms
this adaptability will take is difficult to say, but since what is required is an
unprecedented level of international cooperation, it will likely come in the
guise of novel organizational networks as well as novel cooperative moral
frameworks. What may be happening is unprecedented, but then again, “un-
precedented” is business as usual for Homo sapiens.

The subject of human flourishing is central to Allen Buchanan and Rachell
Powell’s chapter, where they draw on their work on the evolution of morality
to propose a view in which “human success” should be measured in terms
of inclusivist morality. In other words, human success involves expanding
the circle of moral concern far beyond what could be considered “adaptive”
in terms of reproductive success alone. Concepts such as human rights or
animal well-being illustrate how humans have created conditions allowing
for flourishing and, in the process, leveraging the plasticity of our (moral)
cognition to resolve issues far beyond the problems of social cooperation our
moral psychology originally was selected for.

Implicit in Buchanan and Powell’'s emphasis on cognitive plasticity is a crit-
icism of the idea that technological enhancement should play an outsized
role in engineering human (moral) success. The idea that we can and should
control future human evolution through physical interventions on human
genotypes and phenotypes is an old one—going back to eugenics—but re-
mains quite alive today. After all, could we not solve all the problems associated
with the Anthropocene—ranging from our tendency to overexploit natural
resources to our exclusivist or tribal behavioral patterns—by technologically
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enhancing our brain in some fashion? This idea is explicitly targeted by Hugh
Desmond in the last chapter of the volume, where he lays out the evolutionary
rationale often given for “techno-libertarian success” and concludes that it is
poorly supported by what we know about human cultural evolution. Instead,
concepts of future human evolutionary success should explicitly integrate
community-level (and not just species-level or individual-level) metrics.

5. Whither Human Success?

Even though an edited volume should raise more questions than it answers
and present more divergence than convergence in views, some common
themes are woven throughout the chapters. The first is the frailty of human
success: even in merely eco-evolutionary terms, current success is no guar-
antee of future success. The second is the incompleteness of this concept of
success, even from a purely causal-evolutionary perspective: there has been
much more to human evolution than maximizing population size or resource
extraction, and the reasons why—our cooperation, our adaptability, our cog-
nitive plasticity, our communal culture, and so on—are crucial to a more sat-
isfactory notion of human success. Any hard distinction between biology and
culture, genes and values, is hard to justify in the case of human success.

One worry worth highlighting is Daniel McShea’s early warning that suc-
cess may be yet another “obnoxious” and “untestable” notion (as S. J. Gould
judged the concept “progress” to be: see discussion in Desmond 2021) that is
best either avoided or neutered into a more acceptable concept. In this sense,
success may indeed be considered the offspring of progress—even though that
would not be a lineage to be proud of. However, in later chapters it becomes
clear that other concepts of human success seem possible—ones that are in-
clusive, community-oriented, or focused on flourishing—that are at least not
obviously obnoxious. This would be a different kind of heir, one inheriting the
value-ladenness of the parent concept, but without some of its baggage.

However, even in the latter case, questions remain. Do these involve an
unacceptable imposition of contingent value standards onto interpretations
of the human evolutionary sciences? A number of contributions try to
square success with pluralism, even though speaking of success implies the
possibility of failure, and thus that some social configurations or ways of
living would need to be judged to be such. What rational response, beyond
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appealing to one’s own moral intuitions, could be given to one disagreeing
with such a concept of success? Must one flesh out inclusive, pluralistic
concepts of success in terms of power or exploitation? The concept of human
success opens up new opportunities to revisit old questions about facts and
values, evolution and ethics, and about how human evolutionary history
should be understood.
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