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Many political theorists and pundits
deplore the way people talk politics. Ar-
guably, elites and ordinary citizens
alike tend to shy away from delibera-
tion, that is, respectful political talk
marked by a give-and-take of reasons. A
fundamental reason why people sup-
posedly do not deliberate is that it goes
against human nature. This view of de-
liberation vis-a-vis human nature has
so far received little scrutiny but has
had major implications for how we
think about what deliberation requires.
It has led some to argue that interven-
tions to promote deliberation are futile
(Achen & Bartels, 2016) and others to
maintain that deliberation requires in-
stitutional tinkering and corrective
pedagogy (e.g. Rosenberg, 2014).

But is it really true that people are
naturally inclined to refrain from delib-
eration? What if it is not? What if, say,
people are instead predisposed to spon-
taneously engage in deliberation, if
only under certain conditions? My the-
sis critically engages with these ques-
tions from both a theoretical and an
empirical perspective.

Theoretically, I ground our under-
standing of deliberation and human na-
ture in the existing literature on human
evolution, in particular work in the
field of evolutionary psychology. I start
by drawing attention to the emerging
consensus in the social behavioural
sciences that understanding human na-
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ture means understanding human evo-
lution (Chapter 1) (Scott-Phillips et al.,
2011). Human nature is best thought
of, then, as the product of a process of
natural selection that occurred over the
long stretch of human evolutionary his-
tory when people lived as (semi-)no-
madic hunter-gatherers until some
twelve thousand years ago. Specifically,
in the context of social behaviour, hu-
man nature encompasses the set of
evolved psychological mechanisms we
have in our brains because they im-
proved our distant ancestors’ odds to
survive and/or reproduce (Lewis et al.,
2017).

In Chapter 2, I go on to suggest
that the human brain might also con-
tain an evolved psychological mechan-
ism specific to deliberation. I put for-
ward the ‘group hypothesis’, which
holds that deliberation formed an
adaptive response to the problem of in-
tra-group political disagreements, a
problem recurrently encountered by
our distant hunter-gatherer ancestors.
I expect that when people today disa-
gree about politics with others from
their ingroup, they will still become in-
clined to deliberate. Conversely, I ex-
pect that disagreements over political
decisions involving people from an out-
group (i.e. inter-group disagreements)
will reduce people’s propensity to delib-
erate.

Empirically, the dissertation relies
on diverse sources of data to test these
expectations. In Chapter 3, I start by
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probing the plausibility of the premise
that deliberation prior to political deci-
sion-making was indeed the default
way to deal with intra-group political
disagreements among our ancient an-
cestors. I do so by means of a cross-cul-
tural analysis of political talk in thir-
ty-four  historic  hunter-gatherer
societies, which form the closest proxy
to how humankind must have lived for
most of the species’ past (cf. van Vugt
et al., 2008). Based on the analysis of
ethnographic materials retrieved from
the electronic Human Relations Area
Files World Cultures, the results sug-
gest that in the majority of hunt-
er-gatherer cultures there is evidence of
people talking before they make politi-
cal decisions and that there is also some
evidence that such talk in cultures in
different parts of the world involves
reasoning and/or respect. However,
overall, the available materials offer too
few details on decision-making to draw
firm conclusions about the group hy-
pothesis.

I then move on to mass societies. In
Chapter 4, I concentrate on delibera-
tion among national political repre-
sentatives. Following the group hy-
pothesis, I expect that representatives’
propensity to deliberate prior to mak-
ing decisions will increase the more
those decisions are to be made for as
well as by people from the same group.
By contrast, the more a society and/or
its politics become fragmented, the
lower the odds will be that representa-
tives will deliberate. Based on data from
174 countries (1945-2021), I find that
the tendency of representatives to de-
liberate drops the more fragmented a
society becomes, lending support to
the group hypothesis. However, against
the hypothesis, I also find that this ten-
dency is unaffected by changing levels
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of division among
themselves.

Chapter 5 turns to political talk
among ordinary citizens. It relies on an
experimental approach to manipulate
group membership, allowing for a com-
parison between political talk in re-
sponse to intra- and inter-group politi-
cal disagreements. Based on two
experiments conducted with Honorata
Mazepus among Polish citizens, we do
not find supporting evidence for the
group hypothesis: participants who im-
agined talking to someone from their
ingroup were not more likely to deliber-
ate than participants who imagined
talking to someone from an outgroup.

In Chapter 6, I examine whether
the limited support for the group hy-
pothesis in Chapters 3 to 5 might be
the result of neglecting potential gen-
der/sex differences. Based on a re-anal-
ysis of the gathered empirics, I do not
find clear signs of average differences
between women/females and men/
males in their propensity to deliberate
in response to cues of intra- or in-
ter-group political disagreements. That
said, much uncertainty still remains
with regard to a potentially evolved
sexed psychology of deliberation and
we should, therefore, be careful in read-
ing too much into the findings.

In the Epilogue, I end by underlin-
ing the need for political theorists and
practitioners working on deliberation
to reconsider the assumptions they
tend to make about human nature.

representatives
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