
Advances in Anthropology, 2020, 10, 214-234 
https://www.scirp.org/journal/aa 

ISSN Online: 2163-9361 
ISSN Print: 2163-9353 

 

DOI: 10.4236/aa.2020.103012  Aug. 7, 2020 214 Advances in Anthropology 
 

 
 

The Large Society Problem in Northwest 
Europe and East Asia 

Peter Frost 

Department of Anthropology, Université Laval, Quebec, Canada 

 
 
 

Abstract 
Kinship was the organizing principle of early societies, defining how people 
should behave toward each other. Social and economic activity was thus or-
ganized mostly among closely related individuals, a limitation that would 
keep societies from realizing their full potential as they grew larger. The 
“large society problem” has not been fully solved anywhere, but Northwest 
Europeans and East Asians have gone the farthest toward a solution. In gen-
eral, the solution has been to weaken the relative importance of kinship and 
strengthen forms of sociality that can include everyone, and not just close kin. 
In particular, one must think and feel in certain ways, i.e., be susceptible to 
social norms that are absolute, universal, and independent of kinship; feel 
guilty after breaking social norms; feel empathy for non-kin; and orient one-
self toward society. This mindset shows similarities and differences between 
Northwest Europeans and East Asians. Both groups adapted to a larger social 
environment by becoming more empathetic toward non-kin and more sus-
ceptible to universal social norms. Northwest Europeans became more indi-
vidualistic while acquiring stronger internal controls of behavior (affective 
empathy, guilt proneness). East Asians became more collectivistic while ac-
quiring stronger internal controls (cognitive empathy) and stronger external 
controls (shaming, family-community surveillance, inculcation of normative 
behavior). 
 

Keywords 
Affective Empathy, Cognitive Empathy, Guilt Proneness, Collectivism,  
Individualism, East Asians, Northwest Europeans 

 

1. Introduction 

Kinship was the organizing principle of early societies, either bands of hunt-
er-gatherers or small farming villages. It defined how people should behave to-
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ward each other. Thus, what was wrong toward kin could be right toward 
non-kin, or at least not punishable. To enforce these social norms, kin would 
punish wrong behavior through ridicule, shaming, ostracism, and lynching, 
while rewarding right behavior with praise and increased trust. 

This point was made by English anthropologist Alfred Radcliffe-Brown with 
respect to Africa: 

For the understanding of any aspect of the social life of an African 
people—economic, political, or religious, it is essential to have a thorough 
knowledge of their system of kinship and marriage. This is so obvious to 
any field anthropologist that it hardly needs to be stated (Radcliffe-Brown, 
1987 [1950]: p. 1). 

In such societies, kinship defines how people should behave toward each oth-
er: “But the actual behaviour of two persons in a certain relationship (father and 
son, husband and wife, or mother’s brother and sister’s son) varies from one 
particular instance to another” (Radcliffe-Brown, 1987 [1950]: p. 10). The right-
ness or wrongness of a behavior is thus situational rather than universal, and 
relative rather than absolute. 

As societies grow larger, kinship ties become a less effective means to deal 
with wrong behavior. The victim’s family cannot use them to bring pressure to 
bear on the wrongdoer if he or she is unrelated. Retaliation is possible, but the 
wrongdoer’s family will likely counter-retaliate, the result being a vendetta that 
may last indefinitely and cause much more harm than the initial wrong. So a 
peaceful alternative is needed; hence the State monopoly on violence (Frost, 
2010; Frost & Harpending, 2015); hence the codification of law and the estab-
lishment of courts. 

In much of the world, that is as far as cultural evolution has gone. Large socie-
ties are generally peaceful, but the sphere of trust extends no farther than close 
kin. For people farther out, agreements must be enforced by the threat of non-
violent retaliation or legal prosecution, the latter often being expensive, 
time-consuming, and not always impartial. Social and economic activity is thus 
organized mostly within groups of closely related individuals. 

In his economic history of India, Gurcharan Das writes: “Perhaps this is why 
our streets are dirty when our homes are spotlessly clean” (Das, 2002: p. 81). 
Seeing loyalty to kin as an obstacle to development, in a country of fami-
ly-owned and family-run businesses, he argues that a market economy cannot 
fully develop without trust between strangers: 

Where strangers spontaneously trust each other and cooperate with each 
other, there is high social capital. Indeed, Tocqueville regarded this “art of 
association” as an essential virtue of American society because it moderated 
the American tendency towards individualism. Trust and cooperation are 
necessary in all market activity. Social capital can help companies make the 
transition from small family units to large, professionally run enterprises. 
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High trust can dramatically lower transaction costs, corruption, and bu-
reaucracy (Das, 2002: pp. 267-268). 

2. Solving the “Large Society Problem” 

If a large society is to realize its full potential, the sphere of trust must expand 
beyond close kin (Rose, 2019). How can this be done? How can trusting rela-
tionships become usual and expectable in a society that encompasses so many 
people? 

This problem has not been fully solved anywhere, but Northwest Europeans 
and East Asians have gone the farthest toward a solution. In general, the solution 
has been to weaken the relative importance of kinship and strengthen forms of 
sociality that can include everyone, and not just close kin. In particular, one 
must think and feel in certain ways: 
• be susceptible to social norms that are absolute, universal, and independent 

of kinship; 
• feel guilty after breaking social norms; 
• feel empathy for non-kin; 
• orient oneself toward society. 

The above mindset has arisen through changes to existing susceptibilities, 
propensities, and orientations that all humans share to some degree. By this 
means, the genetic basis of a complex behavior can diverge rapidly between two 
populations, even over as short a time as recorded history (Chen et al., 2016; 
Cochran & Harpending, 2009; Hawks et al., 2007). Rapid genetic change hap-
pens not through creation of an entirely new set of functionally related genes but 
through an existing set being regulated in new ways, often via a few point muta-
tions. Thus, a behavior may increase or decrease in intensity. It may also change 
in its timing or its threshold of stimulation. It may target a different class of 
persons or objects. It may be expressed in both sexes, instead of only in one, or 
in adults, instead of only in children (Baker et al., 2001; Harpending & Cochran, 
2002).  

A complex behavior is influenced by many loci on the genome. It may there-
fore evolve through mutations at a large number of genes, each of which has a 
small effect on the actual behavior. But this is not always the case (we should not 
extrapolate from the genetic basis of cognitive ability to that of other mental or 
behavioral traits). In fact, evolutionary change may be confined to a small subset 
of regulatory genes (Doan et al., 2016). Whatever the number of genes, they have 
all undergone the same process of selection, and each of them is a witness to that 
process. Thus, through single-gene studies, we can interrogate these witnesses to 
determine the strength and direction of selection and find out exactly what has 
been selected. 

We will now discuss each component of the above mindset, first defining it at 
greater length and then reviewing the literature, i.e., general discussions, herita-
bility studies if they exist, and single-gene studies. 
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2.1. Being Susceptible to Universal Social Norms 

This is the propensity to identify social norms, to comply with them always and 
in all situations, and to ensure that others do so. Norms are thus seen as having 
an absolute and universal quality that transcends the situation and its actors. The 
same applies to norm-breaking. To break a norm is to offend not only a particu-
lar person but also a general principle. In time, the principle may be sanctified 
and divinized, thus becoming even more inviolable. Offenders therefore incur 
the wrath of the entire community, and not just the victim’s family. In sum, be-
havior is controlled through norms that are enforced internally through faith 
and externally through community justice (Berman, 1974). 

Susceptibility to social norms is influenced by the gene OXTR rs53576. The G 
allele seems to increase this susceptibility, although the actual norms may differ 
from one culture to another. Americans with the GG genotype report suppress-
ing their emotions less often than those with other genotypes, whereas Koreans 
report the reverse (Kim et al., 2011). People with the GG genotype also feel less 
lonely (Lucht et al., 2009). 

A similar gene-culture interaction exists at DRD4. People are made more sus-
ceptible to social norms by the 2R allele or the 7R allele and less susceptible by 
the 4R allele (Sasaki et al., 2013). In the United States, 2R and 7R carriers are 
prone to risk seeking and heavy drinking; in East Asia, they are not (Kitayama et 
al., 2014). In the United States, 2R and 7R carriers are prone to positive emotions 
rather than negative emotions; in East Asia, they are prone to a balanced mix of 
positive and negative emotions, this being typical of East Asian cultures 
(Tompson et al., 2018). Finally, 7R carriers are more hypercompetitive than 
non-carriers among men, whereas the reverse is true among women (Bircher et 
al., 2019). To summarize, if people are more susceptible to social norms, their 
behavior will be more divergent between different environments of socialization, 
such as those of the United States and East Asia or those of men and women. 

The same gene shows an interaction between norm susceptibility and religion, 
specifically as a support for altruistic behavior. Using American and East Asian 
participants, Sasaki et al. (2013) found that 2R and 7R carriers were more al-
truistic than non-carriers if previously primed by the task of making a sentence 
from religious-sounding words. Priming had no effect on non-carriers. These 
findings were partially replicated by Jiang et al. (2015). Among Chinese Singa-
porean participants, 2R carriers were more altruistic than non-carriers among 
male Christians, while being the same as non-carriers among women, Taoists, 
and Buddhists. The authors argued that men have more room for improvement 
because women start off caring more about others. The authors further sug-
gested that Christianity better supports altruism by offering fellowship, compre-
hensible texts, and regular activities. Thus, if susceptibility to social norms is in-
creased, altruistic behavior will increase if the environment of socialization is 
Christian. 

Other interesting differences exist among the three DRD4 alleles. Although 4R 
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carriers are less susceptible to social norms, they have a greater expectation that 
everyone should play by the same rules (Zhong et al., 2010). There is thus a 
stronger commitment to the universality of social norms. In addition, the level 
of altruism seems to be lower in 7R carriers than in 2R or 4R carriers (Anacker et 
al., 2013). 

Commitment to universal social norms includes honesty. This is the desire to 
tell the truth in all situations, as opposed to altering the “truth” to suit the cir-
cumstances. Honesty seems moderately heritable, according to familial and twin 
studies (Ahern et al., 1982; Eaves et al., 1999; Loewen et al., 2013; Young et al., 
1980). Undoubtedly, the heritable component involves many loci on the ge-
nome. One is TPH2, whose alleles influence individual differences in deceptive 
behavior, perhaps by changing the balance between attention to current stimuli 
and attention to long-term consequences (Shen et al., 2016). Another is GABRA2 
rs279858, whose alleles interact with sex to influence the propensity to lie 
(Luman, 2019). 

Commitment to universal social norms may also include moral elevation. This 
is the positive emotion you feel when witnessing or hearing about a virtuous act, 
regardless of who does it. In other words, it is the tendency to admire virtuous 
people and thus act virtuously oneself. The same neural circuits seem to be used 
as with cognitive empathy—the ability to make inferences about another per-
son’s mental state (Englander et al., 2012). 

Social norms probably became independent of kinship during the existence of 
our species, if only because this process remains unfinished in most human 
groups. Nonetheless, some biologists, notably Robert Trivers, argue that univer-
sal social norms have developed in some animals through reciprocal altruism: an 
animal behaves altruistically while expecting to be reciprocated, and to this end 
it identifies and punishes “cheaters” who take but do not give. Trivers believes 
that “friendship, dislike, moralistic aggression, gratitude, sympathy, trust, suspi-
cion, trustworthiness, aspects of guilt, and some forms of dishonesty and hypo-
crisy can be explained as important adaptations to regulate the altruistic system” 
(Trivers, 1971). His theory is still controversial, mainly because reciprocal altru-
ism is often difficult to distinguish from altruism toward kin. 

2.2. Feeling Guilty after Breaking Social Norms 

This is an internal control of behavior. It activates even when you are the sole 
witness to your wrongdoing or have simply imagined your wrongdoing. 
Thoughts and behavior are self-monitored with a view to self-judgment and 
self-punishment. Such punishment can be severe, taking the form of depression, 
rumination, and self-hatred. The severity will depend not only on the wrong-
doing itself but also on the possibility of lifting the burden of guilt, typically 
through confession and atonement. If the burden cannot be lifted, self-punishment 
may last indefinitely; for instance, if the wronged person has died (Bybee et al., 
1996). In such cases, a possible solution is indirect reparation: religious confes-
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sion and penance, restitution to the deceased person’s family, charity in honor of 
the deceased, etc. (Bybee & Quiles, 1998). 

Guilt proneness shows high heritability between families (Cattell et al., 1981). 
According to a twin study, displays of guilt are significantly heritable at 14 
months but not at 20 and 24 months (Zahn-Waxler & Robinson, 1995). Herita-
ble influences may activate during certain stages of life, as suggested by a finding 
that guilt proneness correlates with intensity of early adolescent trauma in carri-
ers of the low-expressing Met allele of BDNF Val66Met (Szentágotai-Tatar et al., 
2015). 

Males are less prone to chronic guilt and feel guilty with decreasing intensity 
as they go through adolescence. Females are more prone and have more trouble 
getting over guilt (Bybee, 1998). A meta-study concluded that sex differences are 
negligible in childhood but small to medium in adolescence (Else-Quest et al., 
2012). 

Guilt proneness is closely linked to affective empathy, and the two apparently 
share many of the same neural circuits, notably for recognition of facial emo-
tions (Treeby et al., 2016). Feelings of guilt seem to be especially triggered by fa-
cial expressions of sadness, anger, fear, or disgust (Prado et al., 2017). Although 
guilt superficially resembles shame, the two show opposing associations with af-
fective empathy and other mental traits (Tangney et al., 1992; Tangney et al., 
2011). 

2.3. Feeling Empathy for Non-Kin 

This trait comes in two forms. Cognitive empathy is the ability to understand how 
others feel, whereas affective (or emotional) empathy is the ability to internalize 
those feelings and actually feel another person’s pain or joy. The two forms are 
mediated by different neural circuits. Affective empathy simultaneously controls 
the emotions and their associated responses, whereas cognitive empathy is less au-
tomatic and controls responses much more through mentalizing (Christov-Moore 
et al., 2014). Both forms are generally triggered by human targets, especially faces 
and individuals in social situations, but other targets are possible. Treatment with 
oxytocin, which enhances social emotions, increases empathic response to inani-
mate targets, especially human-looking ones (Peled-Avron et al., 2016). 

Affective empathy is 52-57% heritable, and cognitive empathy 27% heritable 
(Melchers et al., 2016; cf. also Chakrabarti & Baron-Cohen, 2013). This is in line 
with longitudinal studies on children: affective empathy remains stable as a child 
develops, while cognitive empathy gradually increases, perhaps through learning 
(Decety et al., 2017). 

Both forms of empathy show sex differences. Affective empathy is stronger in 
women than in men (Baez et al., 2017; Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004; Hoff-
man, 1977; Liu et al., 2018; Toccaceli et al., 2018). This sex difference largely ex-
plains why women are less aggressive and more likely to forgive and feel grateful 
(Dryburgh & Vachon, 2019; Witvliet et al, 2019; Witvliet et al., 2020). Cognitive 
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empathy is also stronger in women than in men, but the difference is small 
(Vellante et al., 2013; Weisman et al., 2015). A review of the literature concluded: 
“In general, although there do appear to be sex differences in cognitive empathy, 
females do not appear to show the same obvious advantage over males, as they 
do with affective empathy, which may indicate that these systems are somewhat 
independent” (Christov-Moore et al., 2014). In a controlled study, cognitive 
empathy was significantly reduced in young women who had received testoste-
rone. Interestingly, the reduction was limited to those who had experienced high 
levels of testosterone in the womb, as inferred from their 2D:4D ratios. It was 
absent in women who had experienced low levels (van Honk et al., 2011). 

The capacity for affective empathy is indicated by certain biological or genetic 
traits. A brain MRI study showed that altruism toward strangers is associated 
with a larger amygdala and that this brain region responds more strongly to im-
ages of fearful faces. A weaker response, as seen in psychopaths, is associated 
with a smaller amygdala (Marsh et al., 2014). Two studies, one in southern Cali-
fornia and the other in London, found that the amygdala is larger in “conserva-
tives” than in “liberals” (Kanai et al., 2011; Schreiber et al., 2013). The difference 
may actually be ethnic: in both the United States and the United Kingdom, 
“conservatives” are overrepresented in the longer-established population. 

An ADRA2b allele seems to support mental processes upstream to both affec-
tive empathy and cognitive empathy. Carriers remember emotional images 
longer and more vividly, with such images evoking a stronger response in the 
amygdala (Todd & Anderson, 2009; Todd et al., 2015). Studies to date have 
shown a population frequency of 10% - 20% in sub-Saharan African groups, 30% 
- 65% in European groups, and 55% - 75% in East Asian groups (Belfer et al., 
2005; Cousijn et al., 2010; de Quervain et al., 2007; Fridman et al., 2012; Ishii et 
al., 2015; Mulerova et al., 2015; Small & Liggett, 2001; Suzuki et al., 2003; Zhang 
et al., 2005). 

Affective empathy has a long evolutionary history as a support for parental 
care. “Empathetic behavior appears particularly strong in social species with 
prolonged parental care, such as mammals and some birds, in which there are 
reports of behaviors that are indicative not only of sensitivity to others’ emo-
tional states, but also of the presence of some basic forms of empathy” 
(Christov-Moore et al., 2014). Affective empathy is so hardwired that little cog-
nitive effort is needed: it is “a fast, stimulus-driven response that aligns the mo-
tor behavior of the observer and the observed.” One example is “emotional con-
tagion”: one person smiles and others immediately follow suit. 

The sex difference in affective empathy is likewise evolutionarily old. In mice, 
rats, and pigs, females appear to be more sensitive than males to the pain of oth-
ers (Christov-Moore et al., 2014; Langford et al., 2010). In humans, affective 
empathy may have initially served to help a mother care for her infants. It later 
became extended to all social relations, but only in some populations. An analo-
gy would be lactose tolerance in our species. The ability to digest lactose is 
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usually confined to infants, but adults retain it in populations that have long 
consumed dairy products. 

Cognitive empathy seems evolutionarily recent and less hardwired. Its lower 
heritability points to a greater role for learning. 

2.4. Orienting Oneself toward Society 

This is how you conceive yourself in relation to others. It may be thought of as a 
continuum. At one end, the individualist has weak community ties, seeks per-
sonal happiness, and does not wish to be like others. At the other end, the collec-
tivist has strong community ties, seeks social happiness, and wishes to be like 
others. The desire to imitate others seems to be a highly specific mechanism: ap-
proximately 62% of its genetic variance is independent of genetic influences on 
mental development and temperament (Fenstermacher & Saudino, 2016). 

Social orientation has been linked to several genes. A desire to imitate others 
is associated with the short allele of 5-HTTLPR, according to a study of Ameri-
can two-year-olds (Schroeder et al., 2016). The same allele has also been linked 
to anxiety and depression, but these adverse outcomes may be prevented in a 
collectivistic environment that provides sufficient caring relations and support 
networks (Caspi et al., 2003; Chiao & Blizinsky, 2010). 

2.5. Interactions 

The above mental traits can interact with each other. For instance, susceptibility 
to universal social norms can push you toward either individualism or collectiv-
ism, depending on which is normative. This is seen at the DRD4 gene with the 
2R and 7R alleles, which are associated with increased norm susceptibility. 
Whereas 2R and 7R carriers are more individualistic than non-carriers among 
Euro-Americans, the reverse is true among East Asians. Non-carriers have the 
same social orientation in both groups (Kitayama et al., 2014). 

It has been argued that a collectivistic orientation should increase your affec-
tive empathy by making you identify more with other people and their feelings: 
“if self and other are not sharply distinct in a helper’s mind, it is not possible to 
separate egoism from altruism in a helper’s motive” (Cialdini et al., 1997, cf. also 
Burris & Rempel, 2012). This argument is not supported by population data 
from OXTR rs53576. The A allele is more frequent in East Asians and associated 
with collectivism, whereas the G allele is more frequent in Europeans and asso-
ciated with individualism (Luo & Han, 2014). Yet the G allele is the one asso-
ciated with affective empathy, not the A allele, even among Chinese participants 
taken alone (Luo et al., 2015). This form of empathy is actually more strongly 
linked to individualism, being perhaps a coevolving trait that makes the latter 
possible in a social environment with weak kinship ties. 

The whole is therefore greater than the sum of its parts. A population adapts 
to an environment through a package of interacting mental, behavioral, and 
even ideological traits. Consequently, no single trait can work on its own. It has 
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to work in conjunction with others and with a certain environment. In another 
environment, the same package may perform differently, perhaps better, perhaps 
worse. 

3. Two Paths 

The above traits have developed to varying degrees in Northwest Europeans and 
East Asians. There have thus been two paths of evolutionary change whose so-
cietal outcomes are similar in some respects and different in others. 

Similarities may exist because Northwest Europeans and East Asians are des-
cended from a common ancestral population that occupied northern Eurasia 
during the Upper Paleolithic (Frost, 2019). Another possible reason is conver-
gent evolution. There are only so many ways to create a large society and make it 
work over the long term. 

Differences may exist because Northwest Europeans and East Asians have 
adapted to different environments, such as different food sources. In addition, 
although these two populations share a common origin, they have diverged from 
each other culturally and genetically, and this divergence may limit convergent 
evolution. When people are confronted with a new problem, they will solve it as 
best they can with what they have. Two populations may thus solve it differently 
because they do not share the same cultural and genetic basis for a solution. 

3.1. Northwest Europeans 

For at least the past millennium, kinship ties have been unusually weak among 
Europeans north and west of a line running from Trieste to St. Petersburg. Al-
most everyone is single for at least part of adulthood, and many stay single their 
entire lives. In addition, children usually leave the nuclear family to form new 
households, and many individuals circulate among unrelated households, typi-
cally young people sent out as servants (Hajnal, 1965; Hartman, 2004; ICA, 2020; 
Seccombe, 1992: pp. 94-95, 150-153, 184-190). This unusual marital and familial 
pattern is associated with an equally unusual behavioral pattern: people are more 
individualistic, less loyal to kin, and more willing to trust strangers (Frost, 2017). 

Schulz et al. (2019) ascribed this behavioral pattern to the Western branch of 
Christianity, particularly its ban on consanguineous marriages and a consequent 
weakening of family ties and strengthening of impersonal relationships. The ban 
should therefore predate its presumed effects. Actually, no one knows which 
came first. As we go farther back in time, we have less data to work with, but the 
same behavioral pattern still appears in the little we do have. In thirteenth-century 
Lincolnshire, households were already nuclear and the age of first marriage was 
typically late: 24 for the woman and 32 for the man (Hallam, 1985: p. 66). In 
ninth-century France, households were small and nuclear among married 
people, 12% to 16% of adults were unmarried, and both sexes married in their 
mid to late twenties (Hallam, 1985: p. 56; Seccombe, 1992: p. 94). Earlier data do 
not permit firm conclusions, being too fragmentary and usually focused on elite 
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males with young brides. Nonetheless, we see evidence of first marriages at late 
ages, such as observations by Julius Caesar and Tacitus that people in the Ger-
manic tribes married late (Caesar, 1915: De Bello Gallico 6: 21; Tacitus, 1970: 
Germania 20). 

So the causality may run in the opposite direction. In other words, Northwest 
Europeans do not behave differently because the Western Church banned con-
sanguineous marriages whereas the Eastern Church did not; instead, the West-
ern Church assimilated the social norms of its Northwest European converts. 
The second hypothesis is backed by the timeline. Roman Civil Law had banned 
only first-cousin marriages, and the first legal code to go farther was the 
mid-seventh century Visigothic Code, which went two degrees farther (McCann, 
2010: p. 57). In the early ninth century, the Western Church began to calculate de-
grees of kinship differently by adopting the Germanic system. Previously, under 
the Roman system, first cousins had been considered fourth degree. The new sys-
tem made them second degree, thereby doubling the number of forbidden mar-
riage partners (McCann, 2010: pp. 57-58). In sum, the ban was Church-enforced 
but ultimately came from a Germanic source. 

The same source may explain other differences between the two branches of 
Christianity. Why, for instance, is the doctrine of original sin and hereditary 
guilt more developed in the Western Church? One reason may have been that 
the converted peoples tended to regulate their behavior by internal means—by 
feeling guilty over wrongdoing, instead of being shamed by others. In the guilt 
cultures of Northwest Europe, a person would feel guilty until the wrongdoing 
was undone or redressed, an outcome not always possible. The resulting burden 
of guilt had to be regularly purged somehow, and the Western Church became 
oriented to that end (Frost, 2017). 

The Western Church thus assimilated a pre-existing pattern of weak kinship, 
late marriage, individualism, and openness to non-kin. This behavioral pattern 
was in turn supported by certain mental traits: capacity for involuntary guilt and 
empathy, especially affective empathy; susceptibility to absolute and universal 
social norms, as opposed to situational norms based on kinship; and desire to 
punish, exclude, and even kill norm-breakers (Frost, 2017). The result was to 
extend interpersonal trust far beyond close kin, thereby enabling social and 
economic relations that would otherwise be impossible (Medrano, 2010). 

Thus, long before the modern era, and apparently even before Christianity, 
Northwest Europeans had a mindset that could exploit the possibilities of a large 
society, including some that appeared much later with the growth of the State, 
with the expansion of guilt culture through Christianity, with the pacification of 
social relations, and with the reorganization of those relations independently of 
kinship—through the market economy and the nation state. 

If Christianity did not create that mindset, what did? If we go farther back in 
time within Northwest Europe, particularly the core area of the North Sea and 
Baltic littoral, we come to an unusual culture: the fisher-hunter-gatherers of the 
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late Mesolithic, i.e., 8500 to 6000 years ago and later in some areas. Their socie-
ties were more complex and more densely populated than those of other hunt-
er-gatherers, thanks to an abundant food supply of fish, seals, and shellfish 
(Price, 1991; Zvelebil & Dolukhanov, 1991). They lived from spring to fall in 
large coastal communities and had to deal with the large society problem at an 
early date, long before the coming of agriculture. 

Those coastal communities were unusual not only in their size and seasonality 
but also in the tendency of nuclear families to live together in large multi-unit 
dwellings (Grøn, 2003). This degree of inter-familial intimacy had been absent 
during the early Mesolithic and would remain rare among hunter-gatherers 
elsewhere. For Grøn (2003), it was caused not by a new natural environment but 
by a new cultural environment—a kind of Neolithic before the Neolithic. Such a 
milieu, with neither farming nor year-round sedentary living, may have led to a 
unique solution to the large society problem. 

Many of the above points have been made by Kevin MacDonald (2019a, 
2019b). He rightly views this pattern of individualism and weak kinship in terms 
of clinal variation, i.e., it is strongest in the northwest of Europe and progres-
sively weaker farther south and east. While acknowledging the role of the West-
ern Church in promoting this behavioral pattern, he points out that the Church 
authorities were building on pre-existing tendencies. 

3.2. East Asians 

East Asians have followed a different path to a similar end, relying less on inter-
nal control of behavior (affective empathy, guilt proneness) and more on exter-
nal control (shaming, family-community surveillance) (Bedford & Hwang, 2003; 
Lebra, 1971). External control is also internalized through inculcation of norma-
tive behavior, such as appropriate ways of greeting, sitting, eating, and even sleep-
ing (Tan, 2017). Unlike Northwest Europeans, East Asians still have strong kin-
ship ties and are actually less individualistic than humans in general. Whereas a 
greater sense of self has helped Northwest Europeans transcend the limitations 
of kinship and build larger societies, East Asians have relied on a lesser sense of 
self to create impersonal forms of sociality that can extend beyond the circle of 
close kin. More emphasis is placed on holistic attention, on social happiness ra-
ther than personal happiness, and on suspension of self-interest. Conversely, 
there is less emphasis on self-expression, self-esteem, and self-efficacy (Kitayama 
et al., 2014). In sum, large societies are built on the principle that selflessness 
within the family is extended to society as a whole. This principle was articulated 
by the Chinese philosopher Mencius: take care of your aged parents first and 
then extend that care to the elderly in general; take care of your children first 
and then extend that care to others’ children (Bedford & Hwang, 2003). 

This mindset was particularly favored by rice cultivation, which requires 
community planning of water use and community construction of irrigation 
networks. Talhelm et al. (2014) examined adjacent districts in China and found 
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much less individualism in people from rice-growing districts than in those from 
wheat-growing ones. This pattern held true even for urban residents who had never 
lived on a farm and were linked to rice or wheat cultivation only by ancestry. 

All forms of Asian rice come from a single domestication event that occurred 
13,500 to 8200 years ago in China among pre-Austronesian and early Hmong-Mien 
farmers of the Yangtze River basin (Molina et al., 2011). Between 6000 and 5000 
years ago, this crop spread north to the millet-farming Sino-Tibetan peoples 
(Fuller, 2011). The latter seemed a better fit for the possibilities of rice cultiva-
tion, perhaps because they had a more suitable mindset. Over successive genera-
tions, they would become an even better fit as their mindset coevolved with the 
new means of subsistence. 

The importance of rice in East Asia may explain why East Asians became 
more collectivistic than Northwest Europeans. In both groups, social orientation 
can be estimated from the prevalence of alleles at 5-HTTLPR and OXTR. These 
genes are “weathervanes” that show us which form of social orientation has been 
favored, and in each case East Asians more often have the alleles associated with 
a collectivistic orientation (Chiao & Blizinsky, 2010; Luo & Han, 2014). 

There are also differences in empathy. Today, this trait is as well developed in 
East Asians as in Northwest Europeans, if not more so, but the two groups differ 
in the relative importance of cognitive empathy versus affective empathy. In a 
study of Chinese adults, Li et al. (2019) found that cognitive empathy, rather 
than affective empathy, significantly predicted altruistic sharing. This was the 
reverse of findings from Western populations. The authors concluded: “There 
might be cultural differences in the relations between empathy and altruism due 
to different levels of empathy between Western and Asian individuals.” Siu and 
Shek (2005) noted that their Chinese participants had trouble distinguishing 
between the two forms of empathy: “Chinese people might not perceive the 
items from the two dimensions as too different in nature.” In a review of his re-
search and that of others, Atkins (2014) concluded that empathy was more cog-
nitive and less affective in East Asian subjects. When viewing a person suffering 
physical or social pain, they showed less negative affect than did British subjects. 
Differences in empathic concern also explained differences in donating between 
the two groups. 

So which form is better? Affective or cognitive? The question has no single 
answer because the same form may be better in one situation and worse in 
another. Affective empathy is the worse of the two when it releases so much 
emotion that clear thinking becomes impossible: 

Thus, it is possible that being in a highly emotionally empathic state may 
cloud the ability to accurately infer the emotions of a target due to the 
heightened emotions experienced in response to the suffering of another. In 
line with this reasoning, East Asians’ lower level of emotional involvement 
might have freed cognitive resources to allow them to more accurately infer 
the emotions of targets. (Atkins, 2014) 
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On the other hand, cognitive empathy may be the worse of the two if the tar-
get is vulnerable to abuse, especially if the abuser is a psychopath who under-
stands the target’s feelings without actually experiencing them (Prado et al., 
2017). The resulting harm will affect society as a whole by making everyone less 
trustful of each other. This outcome might be prevented if concern for others is 
learned and enforced as a shared collective value. 

4. Conclusion 

Northwest Europeans and East Asians dealt with the large society problem in 
ways that are similar in some respects and different in others. Both groups 
adapted to a larger social environment by becoming more empathetic toward 
non-kin and more susceptible to universal social norms. Northwest Europeans 
became more individualistic while acquiring stronger internal controls of beha-
vior (affective empathy, guilt proneness). East Asians became more collectivistic 
while acquiring stronger internal controls (cognitive empathy) and stronger ex-
ternal controls (shaming, family-community surveillance, inculcation of norma-
tive behavior). 

In these two cases, as in many others, solutions were put together from adap-
tations to earlier circumstances. Evolution does not anticipate future use. A trait 
may evolve for one use and later prove to be better for another. This explains 
why, counter-intuitively, a population may move into a very different environ-
ment and displace the original inhabitants, who nonetheless had been adapting to 
that environment for a longer time. The incoming population has a pre-existing 
advantage that is now even more advantageous. 

If we look at the populations that have gone the farthest in solving the large 
society problem, we find that they were not the first to go down that path; how-
ever, they seemed to possess certain advantages that helped them go farther. In 
Europe, the peoples of the Northwest eventually went the farthest, yet it was not 
until the late Middle Ages that they began to overtake the civilizations of the 
Mediterranean. In East Asia, we similarly find that non-Chinese peoples had 
pioneered rice cultivation—the agricultural basis of China’s dominance. 

Finally, although the transition from hunting and gathering to farming was a 
key step in cultural evolution, there were equally important steps within each 
means of subsistence. Northwest Europeans dealt with the large society problem 
as Mesolithic fisher-hunter-gatherers adapting to semi-sedentary coastal com-
munities. East Asians did so as Neolithic farmers adapting to intensive rice cul-
tivation. Both groups, in turn, had been shaped by earlier adaptations during 
the Upper Paleolithic to the Ice Age environment of northern Eurasia (Frost, 
2019). 
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