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How Elders Guided the Evolution of the 
Modern Human Brain, Social Behavior, 
and Culture

KATHRYN COE AND CRAIG T. PALMER

INTRODUCTION

To prepare for writing this article, we reviewed many academic tomes, from 
anthropology to zoology, and perused many decades’ worth of ethnographic 
studies of American Indian elders and elders from other groups around the 
world. We wanted not only to describe elderly American Indians but also to 
build the argument that elders are of critical importance for American Indian 
families and communities and have been of critical importance for tens of 
thousands of years. We wanted to construct the fundamental argument that 
in virtually all species with large brains and long childhoods, elders are of 
critical importance. This is as true in caribou as it is in humans; it is as true 
in American Indians as it is in whites, African Americans, and Asians. It is 
true because elders are the holders of ancient wisdom about the conduct and 
management of social behavior and about strategies for protecting the vulner-
able from the problems that consistently arise in anyone’s life.

In reviewing the literature, it was a bit startling to move from the period 
that encompassed the late 1800s to the 1940s. This literature includes 
strong and clear descriptions of the important role of American Indian 
elders, the wisdom of their words, and the respect that their position held; 
hundreds of detailed descriptions of the importance of the elders and their 
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 knowledge—how their wisdom saved their people—and stories of great 
personal self-sacrifice made by the elders in order to protect their people; and 
many discussions about the vast amount of time that elders put into nurturing 
and educating the young.

Beginning in the 1950s, however, new approaches began to appear and 
slowly—with a decade of studies building upon new decades of studies—
another picture of American Indian elders began to appear. Milton Altschuler, 
as just one example, wrote about the many ways that elders, in teaching chil-
dren, stifled and repressed them.1 He felt it was important never to restrain 
the behavior of the young or for that matter anyone else. He did not see that 
even in a changing world, some things—such as thoughtfulness and respect 
for knowledge—are constants. 

A recent literature review on Google Scholar, using the term American 
Indian elders, showed that the direction of current studies, and the picture 
painted in them, is a dismal one. Paper after paper regarding American 
Indian elder dementia, diabetes, cognitive impairment, elder abuse, depres-
sion, and coping strategies for careworn caregivers exists. One has to ask what 
happened to all the studies of noble and important elders. These elders still 
exist; where are the studies of their resilience, nobility, compassion, honesty, 
justice, and service? 

In this article we revisit these earlier studies of the role and importance 
of elders and pursue various lines of evidence—biological, archaeological, 
and cross-cultural/ethnographic—to build the fundamental argument that 
elders and the knowledge they have acquired from their ancestors, through 
social learning, have played a key role in the evolution of social species. We 
will argue that among humans, who are among the most social of all species, 
elders have played a crucial role. This was certainly true in American Indian 
societies, where elders were held to be of particular importance. 

As definitions are the heart of all scientific endeavors, we begin this article 
by providing definitions for crucial terms—culture and tradition, hierarchy and 
influence. Then we review the cross-species, biological, archaeological, and 
cross-cultural/ethnographic records to support our claim that elders did 
play an important role and outline the ways that elders were important. This 
article ends with a discussion of elders, traditions, and the issues that underlie 
a diminishing of elder importance and influence.

DEFINITIONS

Culture and Tradition

Culture, for those scholars interested in the topic, is generally defined as 
that which makes humans unique. If we were to press them for more detail, 
these scholars would likely provide a list of things that humans do and other 
animals do not, a list that is consistent with the laundry-list definition coined 
by Edward Tylor at the dawn of the field of anthropology: “That complex 
whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any 
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of a society.”2 If 
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we want to move beyond a laundry list to a theoretical and scientific defini-
tion, then we can begin by looking at the elements of culture consistent 
with common definitions. These elements include the facts that culture is 
learned—it is not innate—and is shared or copied by individuals living in a 
society. Lyle Steadman and C. T. Palmer phrase it this way: 

Culture has been the focus of anthropology since its beginnings. An 
explicit definition of culture, however has never been widely accepted. 
Clearly, while the term refers to something learned, it does not refer 
to just anything learned, for many organisms exhibit some learning 
and are not said to exhibit culture. The essence of culture is not that 
it is learned, but that it is something learned and copied from one 
individual by another, occurring in the first individual and then repli-
cated by the second. Therefore, what distinguishes culture, identifiably, 
is copied behavior. Only to the extent that it is copied do we speak of 
culture; it is only the repeated, learned part of behavior that is identi-
fied as culture. Cultural behavior, then, exhibited by one individual 
implies another individual from which it was copied. Culture, identifi-
ably, is behavior that is experienced, remembered, and then copied, 
as Darwin implied by his use of the word “imitation.”3

Culture, as learned and shared/copied behavior, can be transmitted verti-
cally—that is, past to present—from ancestors to descendants, or it can be 
transmitted horizontally, among peers.4 In sum, although there may be many 
ancient, ornate, and nontestable definitions, a current definition of culture, 
explicitly and identifiably, refers to learned behaviors, copied from another, 
and potentially transmittable to a third person.5 

Tradition, following from this definition, is culture coming from the 
past, transmitted from ancestors to descendants.6 Until quite recently, human 
culture was overwhelmingly traditional; the word tradition implied not only 
persistence from one generation to the next but also the method of transmis-
sion—culture was passed from one generation of kin to the next, generally 
parent or grandparent to child/grandchild, and its transmission required 
intergenerational kinship cooperation.7

Culture, at least at its origin, was a form of kinship behavior. For much of 
evolutionary history, humans lived in small groups of kin; kin were those with 
whom we lived our lives, with whom we shared our possessions, from whom 
we could learn, and who we could teach. Cultural transmission, however, is 
not just information that simply diffuses among groups—it involves parents 
approving or disapproving of their children’s behavior and influencing what 
their children will learn or not learn. Further, culture was ancestral; indi-
viduals sharing a common culture, or common traditions, will have inherited 
those traditions from their parents and their other close kin with a common 
ancestor.
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Hierarchy and Influence

Elders, across traditional societies, are regularly said to have differential influ-
ence or higher rank even in what are fundamentally acephalous societies.8 

When we talk about elders having differential respect and influence, we 
are talking about rank, or relative standing or position. Our conception of 
a hierarchy, as Robert Wright recognizes, is often built on the assumption 
that a hierarchy necessarily involves rank and a “power struggle in which the 
powerful prevail and the weak are exploited.”9 There are, however, reasons 
to question this statement. First, as Jane Lancaster points out, there are 
advantages to a hierarchy. “Dominance,” she continues, “is one effective way 
to organize social interactions . . . unorganized social interactions can be 
chaotic.”10 Further, all mammals are distinguished by a ranked relationship; 
offspring are subordinate to, or dependent upon, a mother who guides, while 
offspring follow.11 Following from this, the first human hierarchy, or ranked 
relationship, was that between a mother and her child. The prolonged imma-
turity of human and primate offspring reflects not only their dependency but 
also the mother’s responsibility. The offspring’s survival depends fundamen-
tally on this long-term ranked relationship. The mother-child relationship is 
ranked but rarely described as exploitative.

Although Lancaster used the word dominance, a more appropriate term 
to use when speaking of the relationship between elders and their kin, as 
between a mother and a child, and father and a child, may be hierarchy.12 
Hiero, the root of the word, is a Greek word meaning sacred or keeper of 
sacred things; archos means to rule or lead. Hierarchs, as leaders of religious 
societies, were obligated not only to supernatural beings (often ancestors) 
but also to the people whose servant they were said to be.13 Hierarchy, rather 
than implying exploitation, implies generosity, obligation, and even subordi-
nation.14 A hierarch is defined by duties or service, not merely by rights, and 
differential influence is exhibited through acceptance of responsibility.15 

The association of high rank and duty or obligation is not confined to 
hierarchs living in the classical world. According to Alfredo Barrera-Vásquez: 
“Maya hieroglyphic script talks about ‘lineage authority’ using the Yucatex 
Mayan term kuch, which refers to burden, such as a burden that is carried on 
a tumpline against one’s back, a burden of conscience, a responsibility, an 
obligation, or the authority of an office.”16 The higher ranked individual, in 
a hierarchy, is a servant to the lower ranked individuals. To paraphrase Jan 
van Baal, the higher a person’s position in the hierarchy of power, the more 
is expected, the greater are the obligations.17

The exploitation of subordinates, often assumed to be a privilege of rank, 
is true of a pecking order, which is distinguished from a hierarchy in that 
the individual at the top has dominance or rank but no obligations to the 
one(s) at the bottom, just as the one(s) at the bottom has no influence over 
the one at the top.18 Pecking orders, often seen in domesticated animals such 
as chickens, are impersonal and competitive: hierarchies are personal and 
involve a vertical form of cooperation. The important point here is that when 
elders—across species—are seen as holding a differential rank, their role is 
often that of a servant leader.19 They lead through service.
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IMPORTANCE OF ELDERS AND TRADITIONS IN OTHER SPECIES

As humans we have a great deal in common with other animals, mammals and 
primates in particular. Like many of these animals, we nurse our young and 
have enduring and complex maternal-child and, among humans, father-child 
interactions. We are highly social; identify kin and preferentially cooperate 
with them; and often treat the elders preferentially, recognizing them as role 
models, as hierarchs.

Scholars who define culture cognitively—as ideas and beliefs—tend to 
be highly skeptical of the claim that other species have culture. However, if 
we accept the definition of culture provided above, “culture can be exhibited 
by any animal with a mind that allows social learning.”20 Following from 
this, across species, culture was created by elders, and honed by them across 
generations, to make it possible for their descendants to avoid problems that 
the elders learned to avoid in the past through costly trial-and-error learning. 
Culture makes it possible for descendants to avoid having to pay the high 
costs inherent in such learning. Richard Byrne et al., in their study of animal 
traditions, describe the benefits of traditions: 

With useful, socially learnt traditions, a local population can “punch 
above its weight,” and thus gain a critical survival advantage. Elephants 
can learn of the location of water sources merely by following their 
elders. Without this social guidance they could not survive in the 
Namib; with it, individuals gain valuable knowledge for nothing. If 
each generation adds something to what they learnt, then “racheting” 
of cultural knowledge can occur—a sort of cultural common interest.21

BIOLOGICAL ADAPTATIONS SUPPORTING THE 
IMPORTANCE OF ELDERS

Biologically, modern humans are unique in a number of ways. First of all, 
compared with other species, we live a very long time. Second, we are unique 
in the size of our brain; its cortex comprises thirty billion neurons of two 
hundred different types, each of which are interlinked by about a thousand 
synapses, resulting in a million billion connections working at rates of up to 
ten billion interactions per second. Although the benefits of a large brain are 
obvious, it is a costly organ. The metabolic expense of building and running 
the large human brain is high: more than 50 percent of an infant’s and 
20 percent of an adult’s energetic resources are used to support the brain. 
Perhaps even more costly, in evolutionary terms, is the association of a large 
brain with an extension of mental and physical immaturity—the long juvenile 
period seen in humans. The apparent reason is that human minds need a 
long time to master the information that is the key to success as an adult—for 
example, foraging skills, mating strategies, and social competencies. This 
information, which is possessed by the elders, is of critical importance to 
human survival. 
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Humans also are unique biologically, not only in being bipedal but also 
because females delay initiating reproduction, hide their ovulation, experi-
ence increased risk in childbirth, invest huge amounts in their offspring, and 
terminate reproduction early, long before their death. Menopause involves 
the cessation of ovulation and the termination of reproduction. In other 
mammalian species, all of the physiological systems, including that of repro-
duction, decay at the same rate and even old females retain some fertility.22 In 
humans, however, reproductive function decays decades earlier than do the 
other systems; females at age thirty begin to lose fertility dramatically, and it 
declines thereafter to reach zero between ages forty-five and fifty.23 Human 
females live perhaps a third of their lives after menopause, while other 
mammalian females might live 10 percent of their lives after their last birth.24

Although menopause may be a by-product of senescence, it is widely 
accepted that it seems too complex and comes too early in a female’s life 
to be regarded as other than an adaptation.25 It has been hypothesized 
that menopause became adaptive as the necessary investment in hominid 
offspring went up due to the offsprings’ increased dependency.26 In species 
in which offspring are dependent for some time on their mother, it may 
pay older females to shift from producing more offspring to continued 
high-level care of existing offspring.27 According to Richard Alexander’s 
grandchild altruism gene hypothesis, it may have been adaptive for an 
older human female, rather than producing additional offspring, to turn 
her effort to tending the offspring she had already produced (in order to 
raise them to maturity before her death) and to aiding daughters in their 
reproductive efforts.28 What we are describing here is not only a hierarchy 
but also a dynastic strategy. Mothers, who have differential influence, now 
assist their daughters in childbirth and guide them in rearing the daughters’ 
infants and children and then encourage/influence their daughters to do 
the same for their own daughters, and so on through the generations. One 
can assume something similar occurred between fathers and their sons, with 
fathers influencing their sons to influence their own sons and even their 
more distant descendants. In summary, menopause may be an adaptation 
designed to help ensure that females live long enough to become elders 
and that males, influenced by females, began to adopt pair bonding and 
demonstrate paternal care.

Humans are also unique in that our infants are highly altricial. They are 
born physically immature, with bones that are not completely ossified and 
with immature systems—the nervous, immune, and digestive systems among 
them. Human offspring are highly dependent, and they remain dependent 
upon their parents for many years, much longer than offspring in any other 
species. In many ways, human offspring are extremely costly to their parents. 
It is during infancy, childhood, and adolescence that the developing brain, 
which was designed for a highly social species, rapidly absorbs information, a 
function it was designed to perform. The extreme and extended altriciality of 
human offspring points to the importance of culture. This necessarily intense 
and prolonged care of the young led to the development of many cultural 
strategies, one of which was marriage. Human males and females, unlike 
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males and females in many, perhaps most other, mammalian species, form 
enduring bonds that involve a sexual relationship; provide the protection, 
provisioning, and education of costly and vulnerable children; and nurture 
enduring bilateral kinship ties.

Many other examples of human cultural strategies coevolving exist, along 
with biological traits. These include:

• Midwifery skills evolving culturally along with or in response to the
higher-risk childbirth that was a consequence of bipedal posture.

• Complex kinship systems, headed by elders as living representatives of
the ancestors, evolving culturally along with or in response to the rapid
accumulation and importance of traditional knowledge.

• Complex parental, grandparental, and kinship strategies evolving cultur-
ally along with or in response to the altriciality and long-term vulnerability
of human offspring.

• Male hierarchies becoming more like the maternal hierarchy, in its
obligations to those served, along with or in response to cultural strate-
gies promoting enduring mating relationships/pair bonding, paternal
obligations to offspring, and male responsibilities to kin (see discussion
of hierarchies below).

• Cultural strategies to protect female choice evolving culturally in response
to concealed ovulation and male hypersexuality.29

For many social scientists, Homo sapiens is the big-brained animal that has 
most magnificently elaborated cultural behavior; in our lives we invest many 
resources in such cultural practices. Although the “seeds of cultural capacity,” 
Edward Hoebel writes, “are in the great apes . . . only humans have so greatly 
elaborated culture and done so over a relatively short, some 100,000 years, 
period of time.”30 This capacity for the elaboration of culture was linked 
inextricably to biological evolution including the evolution of the large brain.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE SUPPORTING THE 
IMPORTANCE OF ELDERS

It is not always clear how the importance of elders might or should be 
measured in the archaeological record. It is possible, as some hypothesize, 
that humans grieve more and are more likely to build large memorials for 
individuals of high reproductive value and genetic relatedness.31 However, 
the predictions that might be generated from this approach are unclear. If 
reproductive value refers to the potential number of offspring an individual 
could potentially produce, the reproductive value of elders is near or at zero. 
However, if the evolutionary value of an individual is thought of in the sense 
of promoting successful reproduction in descendants, then elders—specifi-
cally grandmothers—may have the highest reproductive value. This view 
might lead to the expectation of elaborate burials for elders; however, if a 
hierarchy is distinguished by service and not self-interest, one should prob-
ably not expect the elders to have the most elaborate burials. Thus, it is not 
clear that elaborate burials are necessarily the way the importance of elders is 
identified or measured.
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That said, there is some evidence suggesting that the elders had an 
important role. Although the precise details of most of the earliest burials 
will be debated, perhaps forever, there is some agreement that the burial 
of an elderly Neanderthal male in Shanidar Cave, which is located in Iraq, 
involved respect for the elderly.32 This man’s skeleton was seriously deformed, 
with lesions on its vertebrae and evidence of multiple traumatic and degen-
erative joint disease lesions due to injuries suffered prior to death.33 These 
abnormalities would have been debilitating, making day-to-day life painful. A 
violent blow to his face, perhaps from a rock fall, crushed his left orbit leaving 
him partially or totally blind in one eye. He had a withered right arm that had 
been fractured in several places causing him to lose his lower arm and hand, 
and perhaps leading to deformities in his lower legs and foot. He would have 
walked with a painful limp. What this suggests is not only that the Neanderthal 
looked after their sick and aged, but that this elderly man was considered 
to be important enough to be given a burial after his death, at a time when 
burials were apparently rare.

Although many examples of burials of the elderly can be found in 
modern humans, one intriguing example was found in a twelve-thousand-
year-old Natufian cave site in Israel. The burial was constructed for a small, 
elderly, disabled woman. This woman was buried with an exceptional amount 
of grave offerings, including fifty complete tortoise shells and body parts of 
many animals—a wild boar, an eagle, a cow, a leopard, and two martens. The 
archaeologists who excavated the site wrote that both the interment rituals 
and the method used to construct and seal the grave suggest that this was one 
of the earliest known burials of a female shaman.34 

ETHNOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE SUPPORTING THE 
IMPORTANCE OF ELDERS

As we have implied, in order to understand the importance of elders, it is 
important to understand culture and hierarchies because such hierarchies 
are ubiquitous, generally involve the elders, and can be based on something 
as simple as birth order.35 In birth-order hierarchies, which are found around 
the world, the one at the top of the hierarchy, the older one, is obligated 
to those beneath her, the younger members of the hierarchy. In humans, 
as among chimpanzees, this can be interpreted to mean, as one example, 
that older siblings are obligated to—or in a sense servants of—their younger 
siblings.36 Isabella Bird wrote that when traditional Japanese children play 
a game and there is some doubt about a rule, “instead of a quarrelsome 
suspension of the game, the fiat of a senior child decides the matter.”37 The 
importance of age in hierarchy is also seen in kinship terminology. Among 
the Chachi tribe of Ecuador, the kinship term used to address someone, 
and the behavior of deference to the elder of the two involved in a social 
interaction, depends upon relative age; Chapalaachi kinship terms refer 
to relative birth position, older to younger.38 This ranking by birth order, 
with the elder individual being given more authority, is a common practice 
around the world.39
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As humans tend to form hierarchies built on age, it is not surprising that 
in many societies “advanced age brings increased prestige and authority.” 
In traditional societies, “senior members of the family and community are 
elevated to positions of leadership.”40 In the Hopi community, older mothers 
(now grandmothers) often have significant influence.41 The Irish called old 
age “the most honored state.”42 Among the Australian Aborigines, a woman, 
at age forty-five, became a kapula, an old one who was respected.43 The !Kung 
revered the elderly as living ancestors (the givers of life); the traditional 
knowledge they held was seen as crucial for survival.44

According to the Ainu, the “aged are the most revered members of society 
and are political leaders as well as guardians of religion, oral literature, and 
other important traditions.”45 An Aymaran child’s taskmistress is an older 
woman, mother, sister, or mother-in-law, who has unquestioned authority.46 
In the Bemba communities of Africa, young boys and girls were taught to pay 
“extreme deference” to age, and during their rites of passage girls were told 
that they were expected “to accept the domination of older women.”47 Bemba 
ceremonies opened with a representation of the hierarchy of the women who 
were present, with the oldest honored first, then the next oldest, and then on 
down to the women below them in rank by exact order of age.48

Not only were the elders often revered, but new roles also opened for 
grandmothers. Older women among the Netsilik Eskimos are the storytellers. 
Among the Navajo, “if a woman is committed to becoming a chanter she is 
more likely to do so after menopause” because, at this point in life, she has 
“more free time to devote to learning all aspects of the ceremonial.”49 The 
Navajo claim that an older female can take on new, more public roles as she 
no longer has to worry about infecting her children (if she acquires an illness 
during a healing), nor does she have scheduling difficulties related to taboos 
against menstruating women attending ceremonies.

One new role that older women can and do take on is that of social critic. 
“Most [Inuit] men defer to the opinion and wishes of a ‘grandmother’ as they 
will to no one else” even though those women could be outspoken critics of 
males.50 The position of these older women in the age hierarchy protected 
them “from recrimination and retaliation,” by which Lee Guemple means 
that they could speak openly and even insultingly and could “insinuate the 
‘women’s vote’ into what would otherwise be an all male ‘caucus.’”51 Cherokee 
women were, and continue to be, influential members of the council as they 
were felt to give balance to debate and decisions.52

Older women also often perform what was probably another important 
social role, one that we now often pejoratively refer to as busybody. These indi-
viduals teach manners and use gossip and ostracism to encourage individuals 
to exhibit appropriate social behavior and follow traditional law in line with 
traditional expectations.

The importance of elders and the importance of preserving traditions 
also can be seen in certain subcultures within modern societies that have 
made a conscious effort to retain their traditions. For example, the Amish 
regularly say that they “are uncomfortable with the idea of change . . . [and] 
young people do what the old people did when they were young.”53 Essentially 
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all Amish social behavior is based on a “charter” known as the Ordnung, and 
this “charter encompasses basic beliefs and a body of tradition and wisdom 
that guide the members in their daily lives.”54

The value given to elders among the Amish, and to the traditions Amish 
elders strive to encourage in the young, is also shown in the fact that tradition 
“tends to become sacred.”55 As traditions are seen as sacred, they are seen as 
inviolable and “continuity of conformity and custom is assured . . . religion 
and custom are inseparable.”56

Like in other tradition-directed societies, “persons who make up the 
society are associated with genealogical position. Most people in this society 
have orderly kinship and coherent social connections with one another 
so that virtually the whole society forms a body of relatives.”57 Within the 
Amish kinship structure, the respect given to elders is paramount: “Wisdom 
accumulates with age, and with age comes respect. Old people retain the 
respect of children and grandchildren. Obedience to parents is one of the 
most common themes in Amish preaching. . . . Since the wisdom of the aged 
carries more weight than the advice of younger men, the conservation of the 
entire community is assured and the religious ideals are protected from too 
much change.”58 The Amish summarize their view of traditions and the elders 
that transmit them in the simple, but powerful, statement: “The old is the 
best, and the new is of the devil.”59 Thousands of such examples are available 
in ethnographies.

Traditions, and the rules they included, were made more attractive and 
memorable by linking them with other traditions, especially the arts. Ernst 
Gombrich writes that the “great teachers of China thought of art as a means 
of reminding people of the great examples of virtue in the golden ages of 
the past.”60 Visual art in traditional societies is often an important part of 
religious ceremonies and is used in the teaching of moral behavior. Art, in 
this association, is used to promote cooperation. One of the earliest Chinese 
book scrolls (fourth century AD) depicts the lives of virtuous ladies. Lega 
art consists primarily of human and animal figurines that are associated 
with proverbs about appropriate social behaviors.61 Among the Australian 
Aborigines, Howard Morphy explains, the “teaching of paintings is seen as 
part of the on-going process of initiations, and takes place in conjunction 
with the learning [from older male relatives] of songs and of some of the 
meaning of paintings.”62 Songs and stories describe how the ancestors in the 
paintings behaved and expect their descendants to behave. Ancestral heroes 
who lived in the Dreamtime, Adolphus Elkin writes, are models for correct 
social behavior. The actors in rituals, he writes, 

“dress up”, adorning themselves with the paint and design peculiar 
to the rite, and wearing or carrying symbols which express some fact 
about, or incident in the life of the hero. . . . At the conclusion of 
each act which usually lasts only five or ten minutes or so, the old 
men explain it and the decoration and symbols to any newly initiated 
men present or to any whose memories need refreshing. In this way, 
tribal history is handed down, and the patterns of life which the myths 
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enshrine are instilled into the minds of the younger men present, for 
most do today what the great heroes did in the dream time.63

Although the close linkage between kinship and art style helped promote 
persistence of visual art style, in ancient oriental urban societies, leaders 
and elders encouraged the replication of art traditions by arguing that “the 
traditional rules of art [were] as sacred and inviolable as the traditional reli-
gious creeds and forms of worship.”64 When changes in style occurred, those 
changes often were adopted, as in the case of Christian art in the Middle Ages 
in Europe, or the art of the Plains Indians, from metaphorical (or fictive) 
kin.65 Metaphorical kin are individuals who are not biological kin, but rather 
are those who use kinship terms to refer to one another and share kinship 
obligations. Further, the new elements of art complemented the ancestral 
style; they were not idiosyncratic and were justified by reference to ancestors.66 
As Robert Tonkinson describes, the Mardujara Aborigines claim that all new 
knowledge, including, presumably, knowledge of a new art style, comes to 
humans in dreams through spirit-beings who mediate between the living and 
their deceased ancestors.67

In sum, traditions were complex strategies that limited one’s ability to 
behave in ways that would promote one’s own self-interest, but could have 
quite high costs, including the time required to make an object and the many 
years that must be spent to learn to make it properly. There are also energy 
costs and risks. The Maori sailed to remote areas of Otago and the West 
Coast of South Island, either of which was quite a journey by sea, to obtain 
jade or nephrite in varying shades of green to make the hei-tiki, a small breast 
pendant or neck ornament of an ancestral female figure.68 During the years 
spent learning a tradition, the young were provided with a great many oppor-
tunities to build strong and enduring social relationships with their elder 
kin—upon whom they depended if they were to acquire the knowledge—and, 
as the examples above show, they received a blueprint for how life was to 
be best lived.

LOSS OF RESPECT FOR THE ELDERS

In this article we have provided several lines of evidence supporting the 
importance of elders. The elders were important as social guides, guardians 
of important knowledge, social critics, and experienced teachers. However, 
although the elders are respected in many societies, this is not always true, 
and it is important not only to understand why but also to understand some 
possible consequences of the loss of traditional knowledge, much of which 
was about how to maintain cooperative social ties.

Elders in Westernized societies are not always respected, unless, some 
argue, they control vast amounts of funding.69 The environment that 
facilitates the loss of elders may be one of rapid change, when the elder’s 
knowledge of technology, as one example, is seen as obsolete. We would still 
expect, however, that elders would continue to be respected universally in 
traditional societies. 
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Most scholars propose that treatment of the elderly is related to their 
control of some sort of resource; elderly females are treated poorly when 
they no longer are sexually attractive, and elderly males and females are 
mistreated when they do not control vast amounts of land or money, or 
when the knowledge they have is seen as obsolete. The elderly are valued in 
societies that have no writing system because they serve as the repositories of 
cultural knowledge.70

We predict, however, that poor treatment of the elderly is independent 
of all of these. Rich or poor, attractive or unattractive, respect for the elders 
will be correlated with traditions that encourage restraint, especially around 
the vulnerable, and that promote respect for traditions and the elderly, who 
are described as the holders of traditions—the accumulated and honed social 
knowledge of a people. This proposition is testable and hopefully will be put 
to a critical test.

CONCLUSION

Kinship relationships are a key to the remarkable evolutionary success of 
modern humans; elders, along with the traditions they teach and guard 
and the mothers and children whose interests they protect, are the keys 
to understanding kinship. Although it is not clear how other species may 
identify their kin, humans learn from their elders how to identify their kin. 
Further, humans have developed strategies—shared language, tribal outfits, 
hair arrangements, dental decoration, cranial deformation, scarification, and 
tattooing—for identifying large categories of individuals (for example, clans, 
tribes) who refer to one another as kin because they share a common ancestry. 
Humans also have developed complex strategies for encouraging social rela-
tionships and for creating and maintaining the cooperation among those 
kin. These strategies, which are cultural, include not only tribal law, moral 
systems, and methods to resolve and prevent conflict, but also they include 
the rules of kinship behavior, starting with those encouraging women to be 
“good mothers” and good wives, men to be good husbands and fathers, and 
kin to protect, provision, and assist one another.71 These rules were taught, 
protected, and encouraged by the elders. As long as the young are taught to 
listen to and respect the elders, the position of the elders and the traditions 
they protect will persist. These cultural strategies evolved, in a system of coevo-
lution, along with the evolving complex brain and nervous system.

The persistence of traditions, and their tie to the elders, is not under 
debate; it is a point accepted almost universally in anthropology. Traditions 
have persisted for hundreds, thousands, and tens of thousands of years.72 
Baldwin Spencer and James Gillen explain that “amongst all savage tribes, the 
Australian Native is bound hand and foot by custom. . . . What his fathers did 
before him that he must do.”73 Not only has innovation and rapid change been 
rare in human prehistory and history, but also, as Alfred Kroeber explains, 
Homo sapiens “is generally hidebound and unimaginative, and . . . its cultures 
are therefore inclined to be persistent . . . on the whole the passive or receptive 
faculties of culture tend to be considerably stronger than its active or innovating 
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faculties.”74 Kroeber continues, “Even in times of the most radical change and 
innovation there are probably several times as many items of culture being 
transmitted from the past as there are being newly devised.”75

We agree with Kroeber and others in accepting that traditions put a cap 
on unrestrained creativity, while we do not agree that humans are unimagina-
tive or lacking in creativity. When an individual accepts a tradition, and we 
use the term accept intentionally as individuals have choices, that particular 
individual sacrifices some degree of creativity—or the ability to make unre-
strained changes in a tradition, at the ancestors’ request. There is, as Franz 
Boas points out, a “restriction of inventiveness.”76 When one accepts a tradi-
tion, one inherits the obligation to cooperate with one’s elders in order to 
learn a design and the techniques necessary to produce it. One also inherits 
the obligation to teach these to the next generation. Further, one has to earn 
the right to use the art style one has inherited by showing appropriate social 
behavior. Morphy explains that a man must ask “his father’s permission to do 
paintings that he has been taught.”77 If a male’s behavior is seen as inappro-
priate, the ability to learn and to use a design is withheld: “Wamatun refused to 
teach his two eldest sons the clan’s paintings unless they stopped drinking.”78

As humans are clearly a species capable of tremendous creativity, one 
has to ask why, in a traditional society, unrestrained creativity was discour-
aged. We argue that creativity, if promoted to the detriment of tested cultural 
knowledge, can result in the breakdown of social relationships essential for 
human survival and reproduction. Although modern humans may be “built 
for speed,” the ancestral encouragement, and even demand, that tradi-
tional behaviors be replicated has served for much of human evolution as 
a governor of cultural creativity in domains such as subsistence technology, 
religious beliefs and rituals, social manners, language, and even art. Among 
humans, cultural behaviors transmitted from one generation of kin to the 
next can and do persist for hundreds and even thousands of years. It was this 
transmission that makes the role of the elders so important across culture 
and provides the strong underpinnings of American Indian cultures. The 
loss of these traditions, and the role of the elder, is associated not only with 
unrestrained creativity but also with the loss of traditions encouraging coop-
eration; a breakdown of close kinship ties; the disappearance of tribal, clan, 
and family identification; and cooperation.
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