
 

Experts in evolution explain why social
distancing feels so unnatural
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For many people, the most distressing part of the coronavirus pandemic
is the idea of social isolation. If we get ill, we quarantine ourselves for
the protection of others. But even among the healthy, loneliness may be
setting in as we engage with pre-emptive social distancing.

There is some great advice out there about how to stay connected at such
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-on-social-distancing-and-for-vulnerable-people/guidance-on-social-distancing-for-everyone-in-the-uk-and-protecting-older-people-and-vulnerable-adults
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-to-prevent-loneliness-in-a-time-of-social-distancing/


 

times. But why is the act of social distancing so hard for so many of us?
The answer probably has more to do with our evolutionary history than
people might think.

Humans are part of a very sociable group, the primates. Primates are
distinguished from other animals by their grasping hands and various
ways of moving around, and because they show a high level of social
interaction.

Compared to other mammals of the same body size, primates also have 
larger brains. There are several hypotheses about why this is. We know,
for instance, that within the primates, species which face ecological
challenges like accessing hard-to-reach foods have slightly larger brains.
Doing these things may require more sophisticated brains.

Our large brains seem to be as much about managing our social
relationships as our survival skills. Brain size in all mammals is linked to
understanding and intelligence. In primates it is also positively correlated
with social group size.

Living in groups requires us to understand relationships, both amicable
and conflicting, with those around us. For primates, remembering how
two individuals have interacted in the past, and how they might feel
about each other now, is necessary knowledge when deciding who to
approach for help. Social skills are therefore fundamental for survival in
group situations.

Human brains are even larger than those of other primates. If we apply
the scaling rule to ourselves, we would predict an average social group
size of around 150 people. This prediction seems to be true. Workplaces,
for example, have been shown to function better when there are no more
than 150 employees.
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https://phys.org/tags/primates/
https://phys.org/tags/body+size/
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=20tlZXXWX-MC&printsec=frontcover&dq=evolution+of+the+brain+and+intelligence&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiSusmC_ajoAhVMTcAKHQZkArgQ6AEIKDAA#v=onepage&q=evolution%20of%20the%20brain%20and%20intelligence&f=false
https://phys.org/tags/social+relationships/
https://phys.org/tags/social+relationships/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/social-network-size-linked-brain-size/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/social-network-size-linked-brain-size/
https://www.npr.org/2011/06/04/136723316/dont-believe-facebook-you-only-have-150-friends?t=1584705448989
https://www.npr.org/2011/06/04/136723316/dont-believe-facebook-you-only-have-150-friends?t=1584705448989


 

Why live in groups?

Living in a group offers various advantages. Larger groups have better
defenses against rivals and predators. They are often better able to find
food—more pairs of eyes searching for fruit trees means more
success—and they are more able to defend that food from competitors.

There are reproductive advantages, too. The larger the group, the more
likely any individual is to be able to find a suitable mate.

In more social species, there is also the potential availability of
alternative care-givers to babysit or teach the young. Infant primates
have lots of complicated social and physical skills to learn. Living in a
group gives them more opportunities to develop those skills in a safe
environment under the watchful eye of an elder.

Finally, larger social groups have more capacity to generate, retain and
transmit knowledge. Older members are more numerous in larger
groups. They may remember how to access difficult or unusual
resources, and be able to show others how to do it. This can mean the
difference between survival or death. For instance in a drought, only the
oldest members of the group may remember where the remaining water
holes are.

How are we different?

All this goes some way to explaining why being socially isolated can be
so very uncomfortable for us. Modern humans are one of the most social
species of all mammals.

As we evolved since our split with chimpanzees, our brains have
continued to expand. These increases seem to fit with even more intense
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/321488748_Group_living
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3192902/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4302252/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4302252/
https://www.britannica.com/science/human-evolution/Increasing-brain-size
https://www.britannica.com/science/human-evolution/Increasing-brain-size


 

reliance on community.

Several of our distinctive features, including language and culture,
suggest that modern humans are particularly dependent on social living.
The most convincing evidence, however, may come from our
characteristic division of labor.

A division of labor means that we allocate various specific tasks to
different people or groups. In hunter-gatherer societies, some individuals
may go hunting, while others collect plants, care for children or produce
clothing or tools.

Humans employ this strategy more than any other primate. Today, there
are many people who have never hunted or grown their own food—these
tasks instead being delegated to other people or companies, like
supermarkets. This means we are free to work on other things, but it also
makes us intensely dependent on our social networks for day-to-day
necessities.

An evolutionary perspective

We have literally evolved to be social creatures, and it's really no wonder
so many of us find social distancing intimidating. It's not all doom and
gloom, however. Humans' intense sociability has evolved over a very
long period of time to make us habitually able to maintain relationships
with large numbers of people, and so improve our shared chances of
survival.

We have already evolved symbolic language and huge cultural and
technological capacities. If we had not, we would have no way to live in
our increasingly global society, where maintaining personal links to
everyone we depend on is effectively impossible.
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https://phys.org/tags/modern+humans/
https://www.britannica.com/topic/division-of-labour
https://phys.org/tags/hunter-gatherer+societies/


 

Current social distancing measures are, in fact, all about physical
distance. But today, physical distance doesn't have to mean social
isolation.

Our rich human history of managing social interaction in new ways
suggests that we have a talent for adapting and innovating to compensate
for difficulty. In the last 20 years, the explosion of mobile phones, the
internet and social media has turned us into "super-communicators."
This is proof of our deep desire to be connected with each other.

Our inner ape craves company, and in this time of physical distancing,
these methods of staying in touch really come into their own.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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