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In this new edition of Evolution of the Social Contract, Brian Skyrms uses
evolutionary game theory to analyze the genesis of social contracts
and investigates social phenomena including justice, communication,
altruism, and bargaining. Featuring new material on evolution and
information transfer, and including recent developments in game
theory and evolution literature, his book introduces and applies
appropriate concepts of equilibrium and evolutionary dynamics,
showing how key issues can be modeled as games and considering
the ways in which evolution sometimes supports, and sometimes does
not support, rational choice. He discusses topics including how bar-
gaining with neighbors promotes sharing of resources, the diversity of
behavior in ultimatum bargaining in small societies, the Prisoner’s
Dilemma, and an investigation into signaling games and the spontan-
eous emergence of meaningful communication. His book will be of
great interest to readers in philosophy of science, social science, evo-
lutionary biology, game and decision theory, and political theory.

Brian Skyrms is Distinguished Professor of Logic and Philosophy of
Science and of Economics at the University of California, Irvine and
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include The Stag Hunt and the Evolution of Social Structure (Cambridge,
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the 1999 Lakatos Award in Philosophy of Science.
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Two men who pull the oars of a boat, do it by an
agreement or convention, tho’ they have never given
promises to each other. Nor is the rule concerning the
stability of possession the less derived from human con-
ventions, that it arises gradually, and acquires force by a
slow progression . . . In like manner are languages es-
tablished by human conventions without any promise.

David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

SOME things stay the same, and some things change. We
know more about some of the issues addressed in this book

than we did when it was written. I have made changes, some
small and some larger, to bring the discussion up to date. There
are new footnotes and lots of new references, of course. Some
larger modifications are made in the substantive discussions.

In Chapter 1 I say a little more to preview the importance of
correlation that is to be the main theme in Chapter 3. I refer to
correlation set up by local interaction in the form of bargaining
with neighbors. This is work done with Jason McKenzie Alex-
ander that was produced subsequent to the publication of the
first edition. I also make a historical correction: Darwin himself
really cracked the sex ratio puzzle.

I am more circumspect in Chapter 2 about the connection
between rationality and backward induction, perhaps one
might say evasive, since I do not want to plunge into the
counterfactual reasoning involved. That is not what this book
is about. I change terminology from “modular rationality” to
“sequential rationality” to bring it into alignment with the
standard terminology in the game theory literature. The empir-
ical discussion of behavior in ultimatum bargaining now
includes the work of anthropologists, which reveals great
variability across small-scale societies. This fits well with a
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discussion of framing of social norms that was only hinted at in
the first edition. There is a reference to new work with Kevin
Zollman on a model of such framing.

Chapter 3 now has a new section on inclusive fitness, show-
ing quite simply how to get a version of Hamilton’s rule from
just correlated encounters. There is also a new section discuss-
ing important correlation mechanisms: the family, partner
choice, reciprocal altruism implemented in various ways, local
interaction, and Maynard Smith’s haystack model of a kind of
group selection.

The discussion of the formation of correlated conventions by
symmetry-breaking in Chapter 4 is largely unchanged. But
Chapter 5 had to be modified to take into account the fact that
a great deal has been learned about the dynamics of signaling
games. What was conjectured on the basis of simulations com-
bined with partial analysis of the simplest signaling games has
now been proved. But one has to be careful about generalizing
to more complicated signaling games. The basic idea, that
meaning – in the form of signaling system equilibria – can arise
spontaneously, continues to hold good. But this is guaranteed
to happen only in some circumstances. Chapter 5 is now cor-
rected, but there is a lot more to say. I wrote another book
about this.

The postscript was supposed to point to direction for further
investigations. I tried to follow my own directions, and I could
now add a pointer to work by myself and others on dynamics
of social network formation.
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PREFACE TO THE ORIGINAL EDITION

THE best-known tradition approaches the social contract in
terms of rational decision. It asks what sort of contract

rational decision makers would agree to in a preexisting “state
of nature.” This is the tradition of Thomas Hobbes and – in our
own time – of John Harsanyi and John Rawls. There is another
tradition – exemplified by David Hume and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau – which asks different questions. How can the
existing implicit social contract have evolved? How may it
continue to evolve? This book is intended as a contribution to
the second tradition.

Hegel and Marx are, in a way, on the periphery of the
second tradition. Lacking any real evolutionary dynamics, they
resorted to the fantasy of the dialectical logic of history. It was
Darwin who recognized that the natural dynamics of evolution
is based on differential reproduction. Something like differen-
tial reproduction operates on the level of cultural as well as
biological evolution. Successful strategies are communicated
and imitated more often than unsuccessful ones. In the apt
language of Richard Dawkins, we may say that both cultural
and biological evolution are processes driven by differential
replication. There is a simple dynamical model of differential
replication now commonly called the replicator dynamics.
Although this dynamics is surely oversimplified from both

xiii
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biological and cultural perspectives, it provides a tractable
model that captures the main qualitative features of differential
replication. The model can be generalized to take account of
mutation and recombination. These biological concepts also
have qualitative analogues in the realm of cultural evolution.
Mutation corresponds to spontaneous trial of new behaviors.
Recombination of complex thoughts and strategies is a source
of novelty in culture. Using these tools of evolutionary dynam-
ics, we can now study aspects of the social contract from a fresh
perspective.

Some might argue that, in the end, both traditions should
reach the same conclusion because natural selection will weed
out irrationality. This argument is not quite right, and one way
of reading the book is to concentrate on how it is not right.
Chapter 1 juxtaposes the biological evolution of the sex ratio
with cultural evolution of distributive justice. It shows how
evolution imposes a “Darwinian veil of ignorance” that often
(but not always) leads to selection of fair division in a simple
bargaining game. In contrast, rational decision theory leads to
an infinite number of equilibria in informed rational self-
interest. Chapter 2 shows that evolution may not eliminate
behavior that punishes unfair offers at some cost to the pun-
isher. Such strategies can survive even though they are
“weakly dominated” by alternatives that could do better and
could not do worse. Chapter 3 widens the gap between rational
decision and evolution. If evolutionary game theory is general-
ized to allow for correlation of encounters between players and
like-minded players, then strongly dominated strategies – at
variance with both rational decision and game theory – can
take over the population. Correlation implements a “Darwin-
ian categorical imperative” that provides a general unifying
account of the conditions for the evolution of altruism and
mutual aid. Chapter 4 deals in general with situations in which
rational choice cannot decide between symmetric optimal

xiv
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options. Evolutionary dynamics can break the “curse of
symmetry” and lead to the formation of correlated conven-
tions. The genesis of “ownership” behavior and thus the rudi-
ments of the formation of the concept of property are a case in
point. Chapter 5 shows how meaning is spontaneously
attached to tokens in a signaling game. Here rational choice
theory allows “babbling equilibria” where tokens do not
acquire meaning, but consideration of the evolutionary
dynamics shows that the evolution of meaning is almost inevit-
able. Throughout a range of problems associated with the social
contract, the shift from the perspective of rational choice
theory to that of evolutionary dynamics makes a radical differ-
ence. In many cases, anomalies are explained and supposed
paradoxes disappear.

The two traditions, then, do not come to the same conclu-
sions. There are points of correspondence, but there are also
striking differences. In pursuing the tradition of Hume, my
aims are explanatory rather than normative. Sometimes, I am
happy explaining how something could have evolved. Some-
times I think I can say why something must have evolved,
given any plausible evolutionary dynamics. In intermediate
cases, we can perhaps say something about the range of initial
conditions that would lead to a given result. When I contrast
the results of the evolutionary account with those of rational
decision theory, I am not criticizing the normative force of the
latter. I am just emphasizing the fact that the different ques-
tions asked by the two traditions may have different answers.

Although there is real game theory and real dynamics
behind the discussions in this book, I have reserved the tech-
nical details for scholarly journals. No special background is
presupposed. Useful concepts are introduced along the way.
I hope and believe that this book should be generally accessible
to readers who wish to pursue the fascinating issues of a
naturalistic approach to the social contract.
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