


These are some of the vertebrates that live in well-defined 

groups capable of propagating through the generations-in a 

nutshell, they, like us, have societies. All species with societies 
divide the world, perennially, into "us" and "them:' But unlike 

humans, lions, hyenas, and chimps don't tolerate strangers in 

their societies. To be socially at ease in their version of the 

coffee shop-in their den, perhaps-most of these society­

dwellers have to recognize each individual they encounter. On 

top of this capacity for "individual recognition;' they must also 

keep track of whether that individual is part of their society as 

opposed to an outsider they have encountered before. Anyone 

else, any stranger, is without question one of the latter­

"them:' (There is a loophole to this rejection of strangers: One 

may occasionally be accepted if only, especially in a small 

society, as a new breeding partner, but the transfer process 

tends to be rocky.) 

Society dwelling is relatively rare. Many aggregations that we 

might casually call "societies" are fluid and ephemeral, such 

as swarming locusts, or a herd of buffalo. Some individuals in 

these groups could be socially connected-a buffalo mother 

with her calf, perhaps. But those present are generally free to 

come and go, with no clear sense of membership-no sense 
of us and them. 

There's a strong case to be made that humans have lived in 

societies from our humble beginnings, even before our 

lineage separated from that of the chimpanzee and the 

bonobo. Like humans, both of these apes live in societies, 

called communities, which means the simplest (and most 

parsimonious) hypothesis is that the common ancestor of all 

three species did, as well. That puts the first societies of our 

ancestors back 7 to 8 million years into our past, at minimum. 

Ever since that time, life in societies has been as fundamental 

to human existence as finding a mate or raising a child. 

But how and when humans went the extra mile and came to 

feel comfortable among strangers, like those in my cafe, is a 

mystery too little considered. That moment from our remote 

past was an unheralded turning point. When we no longer 

needed to know each other on an individual basis is 

uncertain, but I'd wager the time came early in the evolution 

of our species, or potentially in the evolution of an earlier 

ancestor. 

How are we able to tolerate strangers in our societies yet still 

consider ourselves part of a cohesive group? Rather than 

registering each other exclusively as individuals, we draw on 

the myriad of clues that each of us presents to the world and 

that signal who we are. Some of our clues, which I will call 

"markers of identity;' are quirks that set us apart as unique. 

Others apply to all manner of affiliations, as when someone 

sports a crucifix or a chef's hat. But still others are society­

specific, such as our primary language or dialect, or our 

devotion to a national flag. We don't wear all of these 

"markers" on our sleeves. Some are too subtle to register in 

our thoughts. For example, in one experiment, Americans did 

surprisingly well at picking out other Americans from 

Australians based on how they strode or waved a hand in 

greeting-yet they were surprised to learn of their success and 

had no clue what differences they were seeing. In the 

aggregate, this myriad of clues-some obvious, some very 

subtle-turn each of us into a walking billboard of Who We 

Are. 

Crossing th1·ough a cafe, we take in people's billboards in the 

blink of an eye. Before those patrons enter our thoughts-if 

they do at all-even the most liberal-minded of us have 

already put them in categories, a process that turns out to be 

extraordinarily hard to counter in a real, lasting way. Among 

the categories we register are ethnic and racial distinctions, 

regardless of whether such groupings have a firm basis. In 

fact, while the behavior of others influences which groups 

children come to consider most important, studies show that 

infants are already lumping people into such categories when 

they are too young to understand language and be taught 

about racial groups. Many psychologists focus on our 

cognitive response to ethnicities and races, which once  
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