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LDST 306: Sex, Leadership, and the Evolution of 
Human Societies 

 
SPRING 2019

 
COURSE TIME AND LOCATION:    Mon, Wed 3:00-4:15, Jepson 108 

CLASS WEBSITE:       https://blackboard.richmond.edu 
 

INSTRUCTOR:     Dr. Chris von Rueden 
EMAIL:      cvonrued@richmond.edu 

OFFICE:       Jepson 235 
OFFICE HOURS:      Thu 10am-12pm & by appointment 

 
 
Course Description: 
In this course, we will study how biological and cultural adaptation shape leadership and, more 
broadly, political organization over human history. Through case studies drawn from 
primatology and cultural anthropology, students will learn about what makes human leadership 
unique and investigate why leadership and political organization vary across human and non -
human societies. Some of the questions we consider include: Why do animals adopt leader and 
follower roles at all? What is the political organization of other social animals, particularly other 
great apes? How does reproductive biology influence political organization? Are there any 
human societies that lack leadership? Are there societies in which, on average, women wield 
more power than men? Why are some human societies more hierarchical than others? The goal 
of the course is not only to expose students to the diversity of political organization in humans 
and other animals but also to stimulate them to think critically about the ultimate causes of 
human social behavior in general. 
 
Readings:  

The readings for this course consist of a mix of research articles and more popular journal 
articles or opinion pieces (see Reading List below). All of the readings will be available through 

BlackBoard. In addition, two books are assigned for this course and are available for purchase at 
the UR bookstore: 
  

 Boehm, C. (1999). Hierarchy in the Forest. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

 Turchin, P (2015). Ultrasociety: How 10,000 Years of War Made Humans the Greatest 
Cooperators on Earth.  Chaplin, CT: Beresta Books. 

 

How you will be graded: 

https://blackboard.richmond.edu/
mailto:cvonrued@richmond.edu
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1. Reaction Papers (15% of grade) 
 

You need to write a reaction to 15 readings throughout the semester. Reaction papers will 
be graded on a check, check minus basis. You will receive a check if you include the 
following: (1) 2-3 questions you have about the reading and (2) comparison to our other 
readings. Reaction papers that do not include these components will receive a check minus. 

Reaction papers should be submitted on Blackboard, before the class during which we’ll 
discuss the particular reading. Each reaction paper should be roughly a page in length 

(typed, double spaced, 12-point font). You must include your name and the title of the 
reading. It is up to you to decide for which of the readings you will turn in reaction papers  
(except when you are assigned to present on the reading- see next section). These papers 
do not need to be time-consuming; I am not grading you on grammar and you may write 
them in note-form.  

 
2. Discussion (15% of grade) 

 
The format of the class combines lecture with group discussion of the readings. I will  
identify the main points of the reading, in part by calling on you all (so come to class with 
questions and prepared to discuss even if you didn’t complete a reaction paper!). Many of 
the articles we read describe statistical results that I will help you interpret, but you should 

be able to understand the main points of the readings regardless of your statistical 
competence. Then one student will present their reaction paper to the class (~5 minutes). 

During your presentation, you should read your questions to the class to solicit their 
answers, in addition to sharing the other components of your reaction paper. Each student 
will present twice during the course, according to your assigned number (see reading list 
below). You can contact me before you are due to present if you want guidance, but 
remember neither your reaction papers nor your presentations on them require you to 
accurately summarize the readings. So don’t feel like you need to be an expert.  Extra credit: 
presenters can craft a haiku about the reading to read to the class. 
 
All students are expected to discuss each reading, whether you present or not. I will not 
grade the presentations per se but they will factor into your discussion grade. Your reaction 
paper presentations, general contribution to discussion, and your attendance/lateness will 
comprise your discussion grade. I ask that you not leave during class-time unless you are in 
physical discomfort. Use the bathrooms before you arrive to class. 

 
 

3. Midterm Exam (25% of grade) 
 

The midterm exam will consist of multiple choice and short answer questions having you 
compare and contrast positions taken by authors we’ve read  and material presented in 
lecture. 
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4. Final Paper (20% of grade) 
 

Throughout the second half of the course you will work in groups of 3 to research the 
political organization of a particular human society (details to be provided in class). In the 
final paper, which you write jointly with your group members, you present the results of 
your research. You must develop a clear argument for the paper that is based on theory 
we’ve discussed in class. The paper should include a minimum of 10 pages of text (double 

spaced, 12-point font) and structured into four sections: Introduction, in which you present 
your argument; Body, in which you defend your argument with literature from class and 

from your own research; Conclusion, in which you restate your argument and situate it 
within the broader context of the course; References, in which you list your cited articles. 
Wikipedia and non-scholarly websites are not valid bibliographic sources for papers written 
in this class. I will grade the paper according to the following criteria: (1) clear and 
interesting thesis; (2) sustained and well-organized defense of the thesis; (3) unambiguous 

writing; (4) incorporation of class readings and own research; (5) accurate use and proper 
citing of sources. I will also ask you to submit a peer review of your fellow group members.  

 
5. Final Exam (25% of grade) 

 
The final exam will consist of multiple choice and short answer questions having you 
compare and contrast positions taken by authors we’ve read  and material presented in 

lecture. The final exam is cumulative but will emphasize the latter half of the course. 
 

 
Notes: 
 

1. To be successful in this course, a student should expect to devote 10-14 hours each week, including 
class time and time spent on course-related activities. 
registrar.richmond.edu/services/policies/academic-credit.html 

 
2. Students should notify me within the first two weeks of classes if they will need accommodations for 

religious observance.  registrar.richmond.edu/planning/religiousobs.html 
 

3. Students with a Disability Accommodation Notice should contact me as early in the semester as 

possible to discuss arrangements for completing course assignments and exams.  
disability.richmond.edu 

 

4. Reaction papers may be turned in late but they will be docked a grade (from a check to a check 

minus). If the final paper is turned in late, it will be docked 10 percentage points for each day late. I 
will waive the late penalty only under exceptional circumstances, e.g. a major illness with a 
doctor’s note, or a family emergency with a note from the Dean. The same requirements apply for 

rescheduling the midterm or final exam. 
 

5. Students should be aware of University policies on plagiarism. Plagiarism in any form can result in 
failing the class or even expulsion. See the following link for advice on avoiding plagiarism.  
http://writing2.richmond.edu/writing/wweb/english/plagiarism.html  

http://registrar.richmond.edu/services/policies/academic-credit.html
http://registrar.richmond.edu/planning/religiousobs.html
http://studentdevelopment.richmond.edu/disability-services/policies.html
http://writing2.richmond.edu/writing/wweb/english/plagiarism.html
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6. Be aware of the provisions of the Honor System as you work on assignments (including the reaction 

papers) and study for the exams:  “I pledge that I have neither received nor given unauthorized 
assistance during the completion of this work.”  

studentdevelopment.richmond.edu/student-handbook/honor/the-honor-code.html 

 

7. During class time, no phones or computers are allowed. You may only use a computer if you have 
special permission to use for note-taking. 
 

8. If you ever have questions outside of class, I encourage you to drop by my office. Outside of office 
hours, it is best to set up an appointment via email to ensure I am in my office when you come by. 

I’m eager to help students but you must take the initiative to meet with me.  

 
 
Campus Resources: 
 
Academic Skills Center (http://asc.richmond.edu, 289-8626 or 289-8956): Assists students in assessing their 
academic strengths and weaknesses; honing their academic skills through teaching effective test preparation, 
critical reading and thinking, information processing, concentration, and related techniques; working on specific 
subject areas (e.g., calculus, chemistry, accounting, etc.); and encouraging campus and community involvement. 
Hours at the Center are: Sunday through Wednesday 3:00-9:00 p.m. and Thursday 3:00-7:00 p.m. On-call tutors 
are also available. 
 
Career Services (http://careerservices.richmond.edu/ or 289-8547):  Can assist you in exploring your interests 
and abilities, choosing a major, connecting with internships and learning experiences, investigating graduate 
and professional school options, and landing your first job.  We encourage you to schedule an appointment with a 
career advisor during your first year. 
 
Counseling and Psychological Services (http://wellness.richmond.edu/offices/caps/ or 289-8119): Assists students 
in improving their mental health and well-being, and in handling challenges that may impede their growth and 
development. Services include short-term counseling and psychotherapy, crisis intervention, psychiatric 
consultation, and related services. 
 
Speech Center (http://speech.richmond.edu or 289-6409): Assists with preparation and practice in the pursuit of 
excellence in public expression.  Recording, playback, coaching and critique sessions offered by teams of student 
consultants trained to assist in developing ideas, arranging key points for more effective organization, improving 
style and delivery, and handling multimedia aids for individual and group presentations.  
 
Writing Center (http://writing.richmond.edu or 289-8263): Assists writers at all levels of experience, across all 
majors. Students can schedule appointments with trained writing consultants who offer friendly critiques of 
written work.  
 
Boatwright Library Research Librarians (http://library.richmond.edu/help/ask/ or 289-8876): Research librarians 
assist students with identifying and locating resources for class assignments, research papers and other course 
projects.  Librarians also provide research support for students and can respond to questions about evaluating and 
citing sources.  Students can email, text or IM or schedule a personal research appointment to meet with a 
librarian in his/her office on the first floor Research and Collaborative Study area. 
 

 
Class Schedule and Reading Assignments 

http://studentdevelopment.richmond.edu/student-handbook/honor/the-honor-code.html
http://asc.richmond.edu/
http://wellness.richmond.edu/offices/caps/
http://speech.richmond.edu/
http://writing.richmond.edu/
http://library.richmond.edu/help/ask/
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Jan 14  Introductions 
 
Jan 16  Do Humans Have a ‘Nature’? 
 

 Nettle, D. (2017). What we talk about when we talk about biology. 1 

 Boehm, C. (1999). Chapter 1. 2 
 
Jan 21  NO CLASS - MLK DAY 

 
Jan 23  Evolution of Cooperation 
 

 Sapolsky, R. (2017). The evolution of behavior. Behave: The Biology of Humans at 
our Best and Worst (pp. 328-373). New York: Penguin. 3 

 Play game at: http://ncase.me/trust/ 
 

Jan 28  What is Unique about Human Cooperation? 
 

 Dunbar, R. (2012). Bridging the bonding gap: the transition from primates to 
humans. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B, 367, 1837-1846. 4 

 Hill, K. et al. (2011). Co-residence patterns in hunter-gatherer societies show 
unique human social structure. Science, 331, 1286-1289. 5 
 

Jan 30  Multi-Level Human Societies 
 

 Kaplan, H. et al. (2009). The evolutionary and ecological roots of human social 
organization. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B, 364, 3289-3299. 
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Feb 4  NO CLASS (Dr. vR sick) 
 
Feb 6  Sex and Violence 

 
 Rodseth, L. (2012). From bachelor threat to fraternal security: male associations 

and modular organization in human societies. International Journal of 
Primatology, 33, 1194-1214. 7 

 Buckner, W. (2018, Feb. 24). The behavioral ecology of male violence. Quillette: 
https://quillette.com/2018/02/24/behavioral-ecology-male-violence/ 8 

 
Feb 11  Hierarchy and Leadership 
 

 King, A., Johnson, D., & van Vugt, M. (2009). The origins and evolution of 
leadership.  Current Biology, 19, R911-R916. 9 

http://ncase.me/trust/
https://quillette.com/2018/02/24/behavioral-ecology-male-violence/
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 Boehm, C. (1999). Chapter 2. 10 
 
Feb 13  Gender and Leadership 
 

 von Rueden, C., Alami, S., Kaplan, H. & Gurven, M. (2018). Sex differences in 
political leadership in an egalitarian society. Evolution and Human Behavior, 39, 
402-411. 11 

 
Feb 18  Egalitarian Societies 

 
 Boehm, C. (1999). Chapter 3. 12 

 Boehm, C. (1999). Chapter 4. 13 
 

Feb 20  NO CLASS (Dr. vR in Berlin) 
 
Feb 25  Egalitarian Societies (cont.) 

 
 Cashdan, E. (1980). Egalitarianism among hunters and gatherers. American 

Anthropologist, 82(1), 116-120. 14 
 Bloom, P. (2015, Oct. 22). People don’t actually want equality. The Atlantic: 

https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2015/10/people-dont-actually-
want-equality/411784/ 15 

 

Feb 27  Transitions to More Centralized Leadership 
 

 Boehm, C. (1999). Chapter 5. 16 
 Boehm, C. (1999). Chapter 6. 17 

 
Mar 4  Transitions to More Centralized Leadership 

 
 Mattison, S. et al. (2016). The evolution of inequality. Evolutionary Anthropology, 

25, 184-199. 18 

 
Mar 6  MIDTERM 

 
Mar 11  SPRING BREAK 
 
Mar 13  SPRING BREAK 
 
Mar 18  Film: Ongka’s Big Moka 
 

Mar 20  Transitions to More Centralized Leadership:  Case Studies 
 

https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2015/10/people-dont-actually-want-equality/411784/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2015/10/people-dont-actually-want-equality/411784/


7 

 

 Glowacki, L. & von Rueden, C. (2015). Leadership facilitates collective action in 
small-scale societies. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B, 370, 
20150010. 1 

 
Mar 25  Transitions to More Centralized Leadership:  Case Studies (cont.) 
 

 Arnold, J. (2009). Chapter 6. From K. Vaughn, J. Eerkens, & J. Kantner (Eds.). 2 

 Fukuyama, F. (2011). Tribal societies: property, justice, war. From The Origins of 
Political Order (pp. 64-79). New York, NY: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux. 3 

 
Mar 27  Cultural Evolution of States 
 

 Turchin, P. (2016). Chapter 1. 4 

 Turchin, P. (2016). Chapter 4. 5 
 

Apr 1  War as a Driver of Cultural Evolution 
 

 Turchin, P. (2016). Chapter 6. 6 

 Turchin, P. (2016). Chapter 7. 7 
 

Apr 3  War as a Driver of Cultural Evolution (cont.) 
 

 Turchin, P. (2016). Chapter 8. 8 
 

Apr 8  The Rise and Fall of States:  China and the Pacific Islands 

 
 Fukuyama, F. (2011). War and the rise of the Chinese state. From The Origins of 

Political Order (pp. 110-127). New York, NY: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux. 9 

 Currie, T. et al. (2010). Rise and fall of political complexity in island South-East 

Asia and the Pacific. Nature, 467, 801-804. 10 
 
Apr 10  Institutions: Religion 

 Jones, D. (2013). The ritual animal. Nature, 493, 470-472. 11 
 Turchin, P. (2016). Chapter 9. 12 

 
Apr 15  Institutions: Laws, Police, and Recordkeeping 

 Mullins, D., Whitehouse, H., & Atkinson, Q. (2013). The role of writing and 
recordkeeping in the cultural evolution of human cooperation. Journal of 

Economic Behavior and Organization, 90S, S141-S151. 13 
 Restrepo, P. (2015, Oct. 9). Canada’s history of violence. The New York Times: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/11/opinion/sunday/canadas-history-of-
violence.html?mcubz=0  

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/11/opinion/sunday/canadas-history-of-violence.html?mcubz=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/11/opinion/sunday/canadas-history-of-violence.html?mcubz=0
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Apr 17  Institutions: Marriage and Inheritance 
 

 Boone, J. (1986). Parental investment and elite family structure in preindustrial 
states: a case study of late medieval-early modern Portuguese genealogies. 
American Anthropologist, 88(4), 859-878. 14 

 
Apr 22  Is Democracy Best? 
  

 Wade, L. (2017). Unearthing democracy’s roots. Science, 355, 1114-1118. 15 

 Lake, D. & Baum, M. (2001). The invisible hand of democracy. Comparative 
Political Studies, 587-621. 16 

 
Apr 24  The Future 
 

 Norberg, J. (2016, August 20). Why can’t we see that we’re living in a golden 
age? The Spectator: https://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/08/why-cant-we-see-

that-were-living-in-a-golden-age/ 17 
 Turchin, P. (2016, Nov. 17). Entering the age of instability after Trump. 

Evonomics.com: http://evonomics.com/science-predicting-rise-fall-societies-
turchin/  17 

 Battersby, S. (2017). Can humankind escape the tragedy of the commons? 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 114, 7-10. 18 

 Whitmore, J. (2017, Aug. 11). Where is everybody? The implications of cosmic 

silence. ScienceDaily: 
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/08/170811185455.htm 18 

 
Apr 29  FINAL PAPER due (by 5pm, on Blackboard) 

 
May 2  FINAL EXAM (9am-12pm) 

https://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/08/why-cant-we-see-that-were-living-in-a-golden-age/
https://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/08/why-cant-we-see-that-were-living-in-a-golden-age/
http://evonomics.com/science-predicting-rise-fall-societies-turchin/
http://evonomics.com/science-predicting-rise-fall-societies-turchin/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/08/170811185455.htm

