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Summary:  

 The problem: human tendencies to perceive ingroups/outgroups  

 Insights on how to neutralize/decrease this tendency  

 The importance of thinking about people as individuals   

 Power of "sacred values" and symbolic acts  

 Empathy and individuation  

 Insights from reconciliation in animals  

 Change behavior, then attitudes to increase cooperation, decrease group-based 
hate  

 Conclusion: We have the ability to change our divisions of groups    
 

 

Robert Sapolsky is an American biologist, neurologist, author, and professor at Stanford 

University. The recipient of numerous awards for his work, including the MacArthur Fellowship, 

the Alfred P. Sloan Fellowship, and the John P. McGovern Award for Behavioral Science, he is 

best known for his research on primate behavior, the impact of stress on neuroendocrinology, 

and behavioral biology. His most recent book, Behave: The Biology of Humans at Our Best and 

Worst, combines biological and psychological insights to discuss human behavior, social 

structures, and implications for justice in the absence of free will.  

 

An advocate for multidisciplinary efforts in research, Sapolsky drew on his own experiences 

and his extensive background in the social and natural sciences to share evidence that offers hope 

for the human potential to cooperate and overcome conflict. The key, he believes, lies in 

overcoming innate, enduring mindsets portraying disputes as between “us” and “them.” 

Fostering empathy and deliberate shifts in perspective can help us remember that “they” are 

more than just “the enemy.” They are individuals - with their own motivations, feelings, and 

families. He also encourages recognition of the power of symbols and sacred values. Though he 

believes that the human tendency to draw dichotomous lines along ingroups and outgroups is 

innate, there are strategies that can be utilized to decrease bias and hatred by harnessing the 

human capacity to change our demarcations.   

 

Hardwired For Hostility: Bias Against Outgroups In The Brain 

 

I think that one of the biggest challenges is that humans like to form groups – and, 

psychologically, we then perceive this to be the most relevant trait that sets us apart from others. 

Whether it is religion or ethnicity or something else, the fact is that all of us are part of many 



 

different groups at once. The problem lies in our attempts to make another group think that a 

certain trait is the most important factor, while they may think another is. In any way, this 

tendency to sort people into “us” (our kind) and “them” (the others) is pervasive and can be 

highly disruptive.  

 

We see particularly depressing findings from neuroscience. Researchers have put participants 

in brain scanners and flashed up pictures of faces for 1/20
th

 of a second. Over and over in studies 

with white participants, they find that flashing up the face of a black person induces activation in 

the amygdala – a part of the brain dealing with fear, depression, and anxiety. Even in just 1/20
th

 

of a second when we can’t even process what we’re looking at, our brains are already being 

racist. They’re thinking, “That’s the face of somebody different, I am scared, I am threatened, 

they are aggressive.” When they do this study on the police, of course it works in the same way.  

 

What this means is that we detect “us” vs “them” differences with stunning speed.  

 

Fighting Harmful Instincts By Increasing Individuation   

 

However, this happens in most people - but not everyone. Who does it not happen to? If a 

participant is white and was raised in a neighborhood with a lot of African-Americans, they do 

not show this behavior. Although it would be wonderful to be able to go back and raise everyone 

in diverse, welcoming communities to decrease outgroup biases, this is unfortunately not 

practical. 

 

Something else that they find in this study is so subtle that it boggles the mind. Now, we say to 

the subjects, “We’re going to show you a bunch of faces of people, and I want you to look at the 

face and indicate do you think this person likes eating apples?” And it seems totally stupid, how 

would looking at their faces tell us that this person likes eating apples? Why is this even 

important?  

 

But, when you do that, the amygdala doesn’t activate anymore. How come? They are sitting 

there and they are trying to imagine this person in a market looking at apples, sitting down in a 

restaurant eating apple pie. They’re imagining them – and thinking about them as individuals. No 

one thinks about apple preferences and thinks, “Oh, I would be willing to go to war against 

people that like apples.” They’re not thinking about “us” or “them.” It forces them to think about 

them like individuals. And the activation in the amygdala goes away. 

When you can see others as individuals, it becomes really hard to hurt them. Another 

interesting example is the people in the US army who operate the killer drones in places like 

Afghanistan. These people are actually not military personnel. They are sitting in an office with a 

flight simulator, maybe in the middle of California, and they are controlling a drone in 

Afghanistan that is hunting down people. And these people in California have the responsibility 

to track down human targets and release the missile that will kill these human targets. We are 

discovering some really interesting: these drone operators, sitting far away from the battlefield, 

suffer from the same post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) at the same rate as pilots flying 

combat missions in the conventional war. Their job is stressing because they see the “target” get 

up in the morning, have breakfast with their family, kiss children as they go off to school, and 

drive to work. This drone operator is spending the whole day watching this target, thousands of 



 

kilometers away. Then, at the end of the day, the drone operator packs up for the night. Decades 

of theory about fear in combat are not enough to explain this problem. These drone operators are 

not in danger: the target is not there to shoot them. This is a case in which they have to kill 

someone who actually has begun to matter, because they see him daily as an individual. So these 

remote drone operators are getting PTSD at the same rate as the foot soldiers; and this is forcing 

people to rethink that the disease is not about the danger represented by the target to you, but 

about the empathy that you are beginning to feel for him. In this case the technology is so good, 

even if it was not designed for this purpose, but it is good for the purpose of showing the enemy 

as an individual that it causes the killer to empathize with his enemy. The technology is so good 

that it allows you to watch your target go to the market, go to the mosque, play with their 

children in the backyard, walk the children to school…. The technology is so powerful at 

teaching you that the target is a human being like you. And what is your job? Your job is actually 

to wait for the perfect moment when, after months of watching this person living his life, you can 

report to your superior that the time has come to shoot. Your superior responds “OK, fire!” And 

that target is dead. But what the technology has done is important: that target is no longer just a 

target for you. 

 

Seeing Beyond The Front Lines: Individuation Applied   

 

The ability to think about individuals as individuals is extremely important. Perspective-taking, 

a frequently-used tool in negotiations, means bringing together two sides that are disagreeing and 

you say, “I’m not asking you to agree with them, but what do you think they would say they are 

most upset about? What would they say is the wrong that has been done to them?”  

 

There was a newspaper cartoon column called “Doonesbury” that was very popular when I was 

in college in the 1980s – it was very political, anti-war, and radical for its time. I remember a 

comic where a militaristic college student joins the army because he hates Communists and 

wants to fight in Vietnam. He gets sent there, and of course, what happens is that somewhere 

along the way he gets lost in the jungle. The only person he runs into is another guy who is from 

the Vietcong – who’s also lost – and they get to know each other, spend some time talking, 

surviving the jungle together. At one point, they get hungry and the Vietcong guy pulls out some 

pastries that his mother made for him to share. And the guy goes, “I didn’t know commies have 

mothers.” That was the punch line to the column – in the midst of war and hatred and killing, 

remembering the other guy has a family too.   

 

If we were to take the example of conflicts between Palestinians and Israelis, perspective-

takings might look like forcing somebody to take the perspective of somebody else, to look past 

long-standing disputes between groups and think at the level of the individual. It means 

considering, “If I were them, I would be upset about this.” To give a great example of this 

individuation at work, I recently attended a conference where I met a man who had spent his 

career in the Navy SEALS. The most elite formation in the US military, the Navy SEALS are the 

team that killed Osama bin Laden in Pakistan. 

 

At one point, we discussed that when it comes to dealing with people working for ISIS, you 

have got to understand why people are doing it. I realized that they were not just “terrorists” in 

his mind. There are people who come from poor families who do it for money, others that do it 



 

for religious reasons, and others that do it because their families have been touched by the 

violence. He was able to individuate people. He said that capturing a suicide bomber with a vest 

full of weapons and capturing someone who was raising money in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia are 

two completely different things. He, in this position, was able to think, “This guy is doing it 

because he has no money, his family is starving, and there are no jobs where he comes from, and 

that’s why he joined these people.” The fact that he did this as a first step is absolutely essential 

to foster peace. 

 

Making Peace with Sacred Values and Symbolic Gestures  

 

Something that I write about in the final chapter of my book is the subject of ‘sacred values,’ 

which are moral imperatives that people are unwilling to compromise on.  A sociologist doing 

research on the Israeli and Palestinian conflict interviewed one of the leaders of Hamas, which is 

as extremist and violent Palestinian group you can get that’s committed to the destruction of 

Israel. The leader said, “Things would be so much better if Israel just said, ‘We are sorry about 

what happened to you in 1948, we are very sorry that happened.’” Then, when they go to 

interview one of the most extreme anti-Palestinian generals in Israel, he says “Things would be 

so much better if the textbooks in Palestinian schools taught that the Holocaust occurred instead 

of pretending it never happened.” What do these things have to do with negotiation terms about 

sharing the land, negotiating reparations, figuring out water rights in the desert, and the other 

many, many political, logistical things they need to negotiate? But the most extreme people on 

both sides are saying, “If they would just apologize and say, “we’re sorry about what 

happened…” This history has everything to do with the conflict.  

These sacred value things have enormous power. Here is another example. Nelson Mandela 

learned to speak Afrikaans while he was in prison, the  language descended from Dutch and 

German that his white enemies spoke. His point was not just to eavesdrop on what the guards 

were saying through each other, but also to learn the jokes, the folk songs, the sports teams, and 

the players. He framed it as being able to understand the enemy and needing to understand the 

enemy. However, he was also clear that this had something to do with the white eventual 

acceptance of him. Not only did he learn a new language, he made the effort to learn the songs 

that are considered to be the most emotional – he made the effort to try to understand. And this 

was huge: that he could talk to someone who was Afrikaner and know what music would bring 

them to tears about Afrikaner history.  

He took the effort to learn all that. The level of these symbolic acts shouldn’t make any 

difference at all – but they do.  

In the world cup international tournament, Nelson Mandela publicly said he was a fan of the 

rugby team, which was traditionally white. The black South Africans had no interest in it, and for 

the white Afrikaner this was their sport, practically their religion, and it was symbolic of 

everything that was oppressive and terrible about the white government. But Mandela, he started 

wearing the shirt, said it was one of the best days of his life and that he wanted to meet all the 

players.  

This was an unbelievable gesture. They said, “Oh my god, did you see Nelson Mandela? He 

flew his presidential helicopter to the game and told the boys good luck, and oh my God, he did 

that for the rugby team.” On the day of the final tournament when the rugby team came back, 

they sang the national anthem of the African National Congress, with Mandela’s black liberation 

movement. It was one of the most amazing sights. They had the black national choir come out 



 

and sing the Afrikaans national anthem, and the white rugby team sing and put their hands over 

their hearts for the black national anthem. And what do these songs have to do with anything, 

with the fact that the black population that was 90% of the country owned only 2% of the 

farmland and all the problems that they have to solve? But when they sing under groups, their 

sacred national anthems, and when they sing it back – the sacred power of that is more important 

than any treaty. It is saying, “Your symbols are as important as mine.” It can be so incredibly 

powerful. 

 

The Power of Empathy  

 

These symbolic acts and these gestures have an enormous power. They can make so much of a 

difference, in fact, that they can make profound steps in addressing years of fighting. The first 

time that one of the Catholic leaders and one of the Protestant leaders in Northern Ireland were 

able to shake hands – after refusing to touch hands before – was a big step in the peace 

movement. After years of fighting in Northern Ireland, these two leaders were trying to be the 

first peace government but the two sides hated each other and had killed many people during the 

war. What happened to one of them was that his wife had an affair with a younger man and this 

came out in the news. This was front page news, so embarrassing for this guy, and the next day, 

the other guy came out and put his hand on his shoulder and shook his hand, saying, “I’m a guy 

and you’re a guy, and I feel for you.” And that was one of the critical moments in the peace 

movement, and in fact in Northern Ireland there is peace now after decades of horrible violence. 

In getting these two leaders to work together, that was a critical moment. That was the turning 

point, getting one person to say, “Hey, we hate each other’s guts, but I understand your feeling.”  

This was empathy. Intense empathy, of one human suddenly realizing “Oh my God, how 

would it be if that happened to me?” In just one moment, this powerful feeling of empathy 

overruled everything else. I don’t think it was planned at all. I think it was an impulse, an 

emotion, an overwhelming need to express empathy. 

 

How To Increase Cooperation: Insights From Our Primate Relatives  

 

Of course, it is not enough to merely avoid conflict. If our goal is to foster positive engagement,  

we need to talk about how to make people work collaboratively. 

There is a wonderful example of reconciliation and cooperation from the literature on monkey 

behavior. Two monkeys who were in a fight were put into separate cages and their food was put 

outside. Each monkey has access to a rope that’s attached to the food container, but if only one 

pulls the box goes in the wrong direction and they don’t get the food. The only way to get their 

food is if they learn to cooperate and pull their ropes at the same time. What happens is they start 

pulling the rope at the same time, working together to bring the food closer. Pairs of monkeys 

that were given their food separately without working together never cooperated and never 

reconciled after a fight. However, once they have learned to cooperate with each other, they’ve 

learned “This guy is valuable to me. If I don’t get his help, I don’t get my food each day.” And 

you see huge amounts of reconciliatory behavior afterward. The more food they gain by 

cooperating, the more effort they put into reconciling. In other words, they value their 

cooperative relationship together, their friendship with each other, and want to preserve it. These 

shared goals add value to their relationship and encourage reconciliation and cooperation.  



 

How to Achieve Cooperation in a Society that Values Competition 

 

We live in an age in which, from a young age, children are taught competition. There is 

competition in school, in jobs, in resources, even in love. If the whole system is pressuring you 

to compete, how can you get the motivation to cooperate? 

The easiest way is to use the competitive spirit of people work at the level of groups. Instead of 

competing with individuals, cooperate with your group to compete with another group. The 

smart companies don’t have people  competing against each other: they are always competing as 

a group against some other company. The obvious thing to do in a society with too much 

competition is to make units of people compete against other units. You still get to be successful 

as a competitive individual but you are actually being successful as a cooperating individual. 

This idea is also reflected in evolutionary biology, where we discuss the evolution of cooperation, 

of selection at the level of groups. When you think in terms of groups, you realize that the 

aggression at the level of the individual is actually a form of cooperation because it is meant to 

help the group. 

A great human version of this is the “wisdom of the crowd”. The classic version of this was 

provided by the British scientist Francis Galton. Take a group of people who have some 

knowledge about a topic, and ask them collectively to come up with an estimate within that topic: 

they will usually be more correct than one single expert. The average knowledge of the group is 

often more useful than the knowledge of any expert. In the 1960s a nuclear submarine had an 

accident and released a nuclear missile in the ocean. Ten years later, when the fact became 

known to the public, the military got under pressure to locate the missile. They took 30 or 40 

naval nuclear warfare experts and averaged their guesses about where the submarine was. These 

experts reasoned about the water currents, the depths, etc. The average of their guesses averaged 

out within 100 metres of the location, even though none of them had come so close.  However, 

the wisdom of the crowd doesn’t work with people who know nothing at all. The group has to be 

made of moderate experts. It doesn’t work if they can communicate with each other because then 

one individual becomes dominant and the others get influenced. It works if the group works like 

a group, not like a hierarchy. More recently there have been studies on the factors that maximize 

the wisdom of the crowd. You’d think that important factors should be the education of the 

individuals, their IQ and so on. Instead these were not predictors of how well the group would 

work. The single best predictor was the percentage of women in the group: the larger the 

percentage of women, the better the group performed in estimating values. One theory is that 

women tend to listen to each other but not tell the others what they are voting for. It was just 

exchanging ideas that helped the group made better decisions.  

 

Bottom-up Approach to Foster Peace 

 

In order to increase positive engagement the traditional approach is from belief to attitude to 

behavior. However, it also works the other way around. In humans, it is absolutely possible to 

change attitudes by changing behavior, and changing beliefs by changing attitudes. 



 

We can see parallels in studies where individuals from two different, hostile countries bring 

their kids together in a summer camp. For example, Israeli and Palestinian teenagers are brought 

together and they spend a month living together, playing sports together, and doing things 

together. Now, they come and meet each other and realize, “Wow, they are much more like me 

than I thought.” These transitions are critical. Though they may not have worked as well to 

lessen tension in places that have had extremely long-standing conflicts, these transitions are 

most successful in workplaces.  

This is because it is not for one month at summer camp or a long weekend – it is where people 

have been working together for years on end. Forcing people to do this behaviorally is when you 

start to get changes in attitude. In the United States, this happened when police forces started 

hiring black policemen for the first time in the 1960s. This had never happened before, but once 

you started pairing white policemen and black policemen together, we saw changes in the 

attitudes of white policemen at a fast rate. This is, in part, because they were working together. 

In addition to small things like getting lunch together, it is also because in this job their lives may 

be put in danger and they might end up saving each others’ lives. Behaviorally, they may not 

have been happy about it because these were not volunteers. However, they underwent an 

attitude change because they were forced in a behavioral change when they had terrible attitudes 

before. I think that transitions like these are absolutely possible and feasible. 

Conclusion 

 

We are very similar to most other species, in the way that we cooperate with the other 

individuals in our group. This is similar to the evolution of cooperation in other species. The 

biggest difference, however, is that we are constantly changing our minds about who counts. 

And this is the critical point.  

 

We change. We can change who counts as being a part of our group. Yesterday’s enemy can 

feel like a part of my group today. It can take only an instant for that identity to flip. Thus, there 

is hope.  

 

One of the biggest challenges for me in the very beginning was to be optimistic. By nature, I 

am extremely pessimistic. However, there is actually a lot of grounds to be hopeful out there. 

Good things are happening, and there are good things at work. I think one of the most familiar 

themes that has come through is to remember the individual. We do not have to define who is 

“us,” who is a part of our group, in the same biological way that other organisms do. We can 

change.  

 

 

 

 

 


