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Chapter 2. Civilisation’s repurposing superpower

Introduction

Chapter 1 showed us the human animal: a brain built for survival, belonging, status,
cooperation, competition and reflection. At first glance, some of those
predispositions look pro-social and others anti-social. That is useful as a starting
point, but it is too simple.

Civilisation’s great superpower is not that it removes the difficult parts of human
nature. It learns how to use them.

Competition can become enterprise. Status-seeking can become contribution.
Aggression can become courage. Self-interest can become reciprocal exchange.
Tribal loyalty can become duty to a larger whole.

The reverse is also true. Trust can become gullibility. Loyalty can become
corruption. Cooperation can become collusion. Compassion can become over-
protection. Belonging can become exclusion. Harmony can suppress truth.

So the civilisational task is not to choose the good predispositions and eliminate the
bad ones. It is to draw out the useful side of both, restrain their destructive side,
and then scale that behaviour beyond face-to-face relationships.

That scaling is the important next step. Small groups can rely on direct reputation,
approval, disapproval and reciprocity. Large societies cannot. Strangers need
customs, rules, institutions and moral structure that carry the same lessons across
distance, time and scale.

This chapter matters because Al is about to act on these same predispositions at
enormous speed and scale. If we understand how civilisation has already learned to
redirect human behaviour, we gain a better chance of using Al to strengthen that
work rather than undo it.

How This Chapter Unfolds

1. The positive—negative split is only a starting point — Human predispositions are
not fixed moral outcomes; the same tendency can help or harm depending on the
architecture around it.

2. Civilisation repurposes the supposedly anti-social — Competition, status, self-
interest, aggression and loyalty can be redirected into socially useful behaviour.

3. Civilisation must also restrain the supposedly pro-social — Trust, loyalty,
cooperation, compassion and belonging can become destructive when they lose
truth, limits or responsibility.
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4. The real superpower is scaling — Civilisation moves from face-to-face correction
to repeatable systems that allow strangers to cooperate.

5. Moral structure carries the load — Customs, rules, institutions and roles make
better behaviour possible without depending on personal virtue alone.

6. Greed, ignorance and hatred — Civilisation builds counterweights to three
recurring human failure modes: uncontrolled self-interest, failure to see reality and
hostility to outsiders.

7. The deeper proposition — Civilisation works when architecture makes the better
expression of human predispositions easier, visible, reciprocated and normal.

8. What this means for humans — The cumulative argument from Chapters 1, 2
and 3 shows that human progress depends on building better environments around
the human animal we actually have.

9. What this means for Al — Al can amplify either side of our predispositions, so it
should strengthen visibility, truth, reciprocity, restraint and moral structure rather
than simply accelerate behaviour.

1. The positive-negative split is only a starting point

The first view of predispositions is useful because it lets us see that human beings
arrive with recurring tendencies. Some make social life easier. Others can damage
it.
e Pro-social: trust, cooperation, compassion, reciprocity, belonging, fairness and
restraint.

e Anti-social: aggression, domination, deception, selfishness, status competition,
exclusion and revenge.

But these labels describe tendencies, not fixed moral outcomes.

The same predisposition can produce very different behaviour depending on the
aim, the level, the rules, the incentives, the truth available and the architecture
around it.

That is the first important move. The predisposition is not the final outcome.
Architecture shapes the expression.
2. Civilisation repurposes the supposedly anti-social

The most obvious civilisational achievement is that we have learned to redirect
energy that would otherwise damage the group.

e Competition becomes productive enterprise rather than violence.
e Status-seeking becomes achievement, contribution, expertise and public service.
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e Self-interest becomes exchange under rules of reciprocity.
e Aggression becomes courage, defence and determined problem solving.
e Dominance becomes accountable leadership when power is bounded.

¢ Tribal loyalty becomes commitment to a team, profession, city, nation or wider
human group.

The energy has not disappeared. The architecture changes what the energy does.
This matters because attempts to eliminate these predispositions usually fail. They

are part of the human animal. The stronger move is to give them a socially useful
path and place limits around the destructive path.

3. Civilisation must also restrain the supposedly pro-social

The second move is less obvious. Pro-social predispositions are not automatically
good at every intensity or in every context.

e Trust without verification can become gullibility.

e Loyalty without truth can become corruption.

e Cooperation without competition can become collusion or stagnation.

e Compassion without responsibility can weaken agency.

¢ Belonging can become exclusion of outsiders.

e Harmony can silence disagreement and suppress truth.

e Forgiveness without consequence can remove accountability.

So civilisation cannot simply maximise the positive pole. It has to hold useful
predispositions inside a viable range.

We repurpose the negative. We bound the positive. The aim is not moral purity. The
aim is a workable human system.
4. The real superpower is scaling

Face-to-face groups can manage behaviour through direct human signals. | know
you. You know me. We remember what happened. We can reward, shame, forgive,
exclude, reciprocate or repair.

That works surprisingly well while the group is small enough for behaviour to
remain visible.

Then scale changes the problem.

Strangers trade with strangers. Citizens obey laws written by people they have
never met. Taxpayers fund schools for children they do not know. Drivers stop at
red lights even when no police officer is present. People accept money, contracts,
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qualifications and institutions because they trust a structure beyond the immediate
relationship.

Civilisation achieves this by converting repeated social learning into moral structure.
e Behaviour becomes expectation.
e Expectation becomes custom.
e Custom becomes rule.
e Rule becomes role and institution.
e |nstitution makes the rule repeatable among strangers.
e Over time, the structure can become internalised as what people like us do.
This is a profound change. The system no longer depends on every person being
watched, persuaded or personally virtuous.

Good architecture carries part of the moral load.

5. Moral structure carries the load

At the smallest scale, morality is relational. | see what my action does to you. You
respond. | learn.

At larger scale, direct feedback weakens. The person affected by my action may be
distant, invisible or not yet born. The system therefore needs other ways to carry
consequence back to me.

Law does some of that work. Markets do some. Reputation systems do some.
Education, religion, custom, professional standards, democratic institutions and
truth-seeking systems do some.

Together, they create a social environment in which behaviour can be guided even
when the relationship is not personal.

The higher-level achievement is not simply more rules. It is better moral structure:
structures that preserve freedom while restraining harm, reward contribution
without abandoning dignity, allow competition while sustaining cooperation, and
remain open to correction when old settlements stop working.

This is where More Mores for More becomes practical. Mores stop being only
personal virtues. They become features of the architecture.
6. Greed, ignorance and hatred

The Buddhist formulation of greed, ignorance and hatred gives us a simple way to
see the recurring human problem.

Greed is the uncontrolled expansion of the ‘I'. It is self-interest without enough
reciprocity, restraint or recognition of the wider whole.
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Ignorance is failure to see reality clearly. It is the absence of enough truth-seeking,
reflection, context and correction.

Hatred is the conversion of threat, difference and pain into hostility toward another
person or group. It is belonging narrowed until the outsider becomes the enemy.

Civilisation does not remove these capacities from the human brain. It builds
counterweights.

¢ Greed is bounded by reciprocity, law, duty, competition, distribution and
restraint.

e |[gnorance is attacked by education, science, law, media, dialogue, evidence and
review.

e Hatred is restrained by wider membership, common rules, rights, dignity,
forgiveness and repeated contact across boundaries.

When those counterweights weaken, the older impulses return quickly.

That is why civilisational progress is not stored only in technology or wealth. It is
stored in behaviour, institutions and moral structure.

As Graham puts it: there is no such thing as evil; there is only the absence of
goodness. The civilisational task is to make goodness easier to express, easier to
recognise, easier to reciprocate and harder to destroy.

7. The deeper proposition

Civilisation is not the triumph of good people over bad people.

It is the continuing design of environments in which ordinary human beings are
more likely to do socially useful things with the predispositions they already
possess.

That is the superpower.

We take competition and make it productive. We take status and attach it to
contribution. We take self-interest and place it inside reciprocity. We take loyalty
and widen the group. We take fear and turn it into prudent sensing. We take
compassion and join it to responsibility. We take trust and join it to verification.

Then we scale those settlements from people who know one another to millions of
strangers.

Civilisation works when the architecture makes better behaviour easier, visible,
reciprocated and normal.

It fails when the architecture rewards the destructive expression of the same
predispositions, when truth weakens, when restraint disappears, or when moral
structure no longer fits reality.
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8. What this means for humans

Chapter 1 showed that humans are animated by brains carrying survival, status,
belonging, competition, cooperation and reflection. This chapter adds the next
move: civilisation changes outcomes by changing the architecture around those
predispositions.

For humans, that means we should stop asking whether human nature is good or
bad. It is both more useful and more difficult than that. The question is what our
architecture draws out, rewards, restrains and scales.

The first human responsibility is visibility. We need to see what a predisposition is
doing before we can redirect it. Status may be driving contribution or domination.
Loyalty may be building trust or protecting corruption. Compassion may be helping
someone recover or removing their agency. The label does not tell us the outcome.
Behaviour and consequence do.

The second responsibility is restraint. We need limits around both the obviously
dangerous impulses and the apparently virtuous ones. Trust needs verification.
Cooperation needs contestability. Compassion needs responsibility. Freedom needs
order. Power needs challenge.

The third responsibility is scaling. Face-to-face goodness is not enough for a
civilisation of strangers. We have to turn successful human lessons into customs,
rules, institutions and moral structure that carry reciprocity, truth, dignity and
restraint beyond personal relationships.

That is one of the deepest human achievements in the book so far. We do not
become better by ceasing to be human. We become better by learning how to build
environments in which the better expression of being human becomes easier and
more normal.

9. What this means for Al

The cumulative argument now gives Al a clearer role.

Al enters nested human systems. It interacts with brains whose predispositions can
move in either direction. It can therefore amplify the destructive side of human
nature or help strengthen the architecture that repurposes and restrains it.

Al can make behaviour and consequence more visible. It can show when
competition has become predation, when loyalty has become protection of insiders,
when compassion has become dependency, when belonging has become exclusion,
and when self-interest is imposing costs on the wider whole.

Al can also strengthen the counterweights that civilisation already uses. It can
support truth-seeking, compare claims with evidence, expose inconsistency, make
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reciprocity visible, test whether rules are producing the intended behaviour and
show when a moral structure has moved outside its viable range.

But Al can also do the opposite. It can industrialise status competition, tribal
sorting, manipulation, surveillance and concentrated control. It can make greed
faster, ignorance more convincing and hatred easier to coordinate.

So the aim is not to use Al to remove human nature. The aim is to use Al to help us
build better architecture around human nature.

Al should strengthen the civilisational superpower: more visibility, better truth,
stronger reciprocity, better restraint, faster correction and moral structures that can
keep adapting as scale and technology change.

That is the opportunity. Al can help civilisation become better at the thing
civilisation has always had to do: turn the human animal we have into a society in
which more people can live well together.
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