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The Bounded Relational Field 
Inside the system 

What human life might feel like from inside it 

Imagine growing up inside a group small enough that almost every person who matters to 
your life is also deeply known by everyone else who matters to your life. 

Not known abstractly. 

Known through time. 

People have watched one another grow. They know each other’s strengths, weaknesses, 
histories, relationships, mistakes, fears, capabilities, patterns, loyalties, injuries, humor, 
temperament, and ways of contributing. No single person holds the whole picture, but the 
group collectively carries an enormous amount of information about itself. 

That information is alive. 

It exists in memory, conversation, expectation, observation, habit, affection, trust, conflict, 
and shared experience. 

You do not simply live with the group. 

A large part of the reality through which you understand yourself exists through the group. 

That does not erase individuality. 

It may make individuality more visible. 

Because everybody is known through so many dimensions, one person does not have to be 
reduced to a role, a status, a profession, an income level, a diagnosis, a skill, or a single 
relationship. 

You are not valuable because you outperform everybody else. 

You are valuable because the group understands what you uniquely contribute to the 
whole. 

Someone may be exceptionally technically capable. 

Someone else may be unusually good at understanding people. 



Another may have extraordinary memory. 

Another may be physically strong. 

Another may make others feel safe. 

Another may understand patterns nobody else notices. 

Another may be exceptional at teaching. 

These differences do not have to collapse into a single hierarchy. 

Hierarchy can move. 

The person worth following changes with the problem. 

Competence does not automatically become sovereignty. 

Being better at something gives the group more capability. It does not require making 
everybody else smaller. 

And because those capabilities are part of the environment you depend upon, 
strengthening somebody else can become a direct expression of self-interest. 

That makes the word selfishness begin to behave strangely. 

If I make you more capable, I now live beside a more capable person. 

If I help you recover from injury, the group I depend upon becomes stronger. 

If I teach you something I know, the knowledge no longer disappears if I die. 

If I invest in your wellbeing, I improve part of the environment supporting my own 
wellbeing. 

Self-interest naturally propagates through other people. 

The boundary around the self becomes socially porous without the individual disappearing. 

What we currently separate into selfishness and altruism begins to look less like two 
opposing moral categories and more like different positions inside the same feedback loop. 

That same relational density changes what other emotions are able to become. 

Jealousy, for instance, depends upon a particular architecture. 



Someone else’s connection threatens yours. 

Affection is scarce. 

Security depends upon exclusive access. 

Another person’s agency can feel like a loss of your own stability. 

Possession becomes psychologically useful because the relationship is carrying more of 
your survival and identity than the surrounding social environment can reliably carry. 

Inside a dense relational field, those conditions may never stabilize in the same way. 

Another person’s bond does not automatically subtract from yours. 

Their connection to somebody else exists inside the same network that also contains you. 

The health of their relationships can strengthen the environment you live inside. 

Possessively controlling another person’s agency would damage that environment, and the 
damage would remain visible. 

So jealousy may not simply become discouraged. 

The relational structure required for jealousy to become what we currently mean by 
jealousy may have very little room to develop. 

There can still be fear. 

There can still be longing. 

There can still be rejection. 

There can still be preference, grief, desire, insecurity, and pain. 

But those things do not necessarily assemble themselves into the same emotional object. 

Attachment changes too. 

You can still have relationships of extraordinary depth. 

Perhaps deeper than anything most people experience now. 

But they do not exist in isolation. 



A powerful bond between two people remains embedded inside dozens of other powerful 
bonds. 

The intimacy does not become less individual. 

It becomes less socially isolated. 

That may also change sexuality profoundly. 

Sex does not have to be reduced to reproduction, ownership, exclusivity, or a rigid 
category of relationship. 

It can become one of many forms of communication available inside an already 
extraordinarily rich relational environment. 

Touch can communicate. 

Pleasure can communicate. 

Sexual intimacy can reinforce trust, attachment, affiliation, reassurance, playfulness, 
affection, or connection without automatically requiring that every intimate relationship 
become exclusive possession. 

That does not mean people become interchangeable. 

If anything, interchangeability makes less sense here than almost anywhere else. 

Everybody is deeply individuated because everybody is deeply known. 

The relevant question is not which modern relationship category applies. 

It is what intimacy naturally becomes when it develops inside a social field this dense. 

Language changes for the same reason. 

When people share years of context, less has to be said. 

A phrase can contain a history. 

A look can reference an event. 

A joke can carry information outsiders could never reconstruct. 

A tone can communicate something that would require paragraphs between strangers. 

Meaning becomes increasingly compressed because the interpretive environment is shared. 



Eventually, the group may begin communicating in ways that feel almost impossibly rich 
from the outside. 

Nothing supernatural is happening. 

There is simply much more information already present before anyone begins speaking. 

Trust works similarly. 

Trust is not something people decide to have as a virtue. 

It is continuously generated information. 

You have watched people behave. 

Others have watched them behave. 

Histories overlap. 

Mistakes are remembered. 

Repairs are remembered. 

Reliability becomes visible. 

So does deception. 

A person attempting to exploit somebody else is not acting inside a private vacuum. 

They are interacting with a human being embedded in a field of relationships. 

To manipulate that person successfully over time, they would increasingly have to 
manipulate the informational environment around them as well. 

That does not make deception impossible. 

It makes sustained exploitation expensive. 

And when a behavior begins threatening the viability of the group, the feedback does not 
need to arrive as an abstract law handed down from above. 

People can see the damage. 

The group responds. 



The person changes, loses trust, loses access, or eventually becomes incompatible with the 
structure they are trying to exploit. 

Morality begins to look different under the same conditions. 

Not because people become morally perfect. 

Because consequences are close. 

If you hurt somebody, their pain does not disappear into a distant life. 

It changes people you know. 

It changes relationships you inhabit. 

It changes the emotional environment around you. 

The group experiences the disturbance. 

Likewise, generosity does not disappear into abstraction. 

You can see what it changes. 

Competence can be seen. 

Neglect can be seen. 

Courage can be seen. 

Cowardice can be understood in context rather than through a label. 

Deception propagates. 

Care propagates. 

Behavior remains attached to consequences. 

So the group may need far fewer abstract rules explaining why particular behaviors matter. 

The causal structure remains visible. 

Conflict also changes. 

A disagreement between two people is rarely only between two people because both exist 
inside the same relational fabric. 



Others understand pieces of the history. 

They understand personalities. 

They know where misunderstandings probably occurred. 

They know which injuries preceded the argument. 

They know which relationships will be affected if it remains unresolved. 

Resolution therefore becomes less like adjudicating two isolated claims and more like 
repairing a disturbance in a field everybody continues to inhabit. 

The same applies to loss. 

When one person dies, the loss does not belong to one spouse, one child, one parent, or 
one closest friend. 

The entire group has lost part of itself. 

Everyone carries memories of the person. 

Different people carry different parts. 

Someone remembers how they taught. 

Someone remembers what frightened them. 

Someone remembers their humor. 

Someone remembers the way they solved problems. 

Someone remembers their mistakes. 

Someone remembers their touch. 

Someone remembers what they knew. 

The pain becomes distributed. 

But so does the processing of the pain. 

No single individual is required to carry the entire rupture alone. 

The death hurts the group. 



And because the group hurts together, the process of absorbing the loss can also reinforce 
the bonds among those who remain. 

Grief becomes both injury and integration. 

The person is gone, but the information they contributed does not vanish with them. 

Pieces of them remain distributed throughout the living network. 

This may radically change what death means experientially. 

The same relational architecture also changes leadership. 

There is no obvious reason for one individual to possess generalized authority over 
everyone else. 

Why would they? 

The group already contains its own information. 

When a situation requires particular competence, the person possessing that competence 
becomes important. 

When the problem changes, so can the center of authority. 

Leadership moves with necessity. 

Power becomes contextual. 

The field does not eliminate hierarchy. 

It makes permanent hierarchy less necessary. 

And this may be one of the strangest properties of the whole thing: 

the group can become highly integrated without becoming a hive mind. 

People disagree. 

People surprise each other. 

People develop unusual interests. 

People take risks. 

People fail. 



People become extraordinary in different ways. 

Individuality remains. 

But individuality is no longer experienced primarily as separation. 

You are a distinct person whose distinctness is continuously recognized through 
relationships that do not require you to withdraw from the group in order to preserve 
yourself. 

That could create a kind of psychological security contemporary humans only occasionally 
experience. 

Not the security of believing nothing bad can happen. 

The security of being known inside the environment in which things happen. 

Even fear changes under those conditions. 

If something threatens you, you do not experience the threat as a solitary organism 
attempting to survive beside mostly disconnected people. 

The threat enters a network. 

Your vulnerability becomes information others can act upon. 

Their vulnerability becomes information you can act upon. 

Survival itself becomes partially distributed. 

That does not remove danger. 

It changes what danger encounters. 

And perhaps this is the core of the entire idea. 

The field does not simply produce humans who cooperate more. 

It may produce humans for whom cooperation, identity, meaning, intimacy, competence, 
self-interest, loss, trust, conflict and survival themselves develop inside a different 
informational substrate. 

The words remain familiar. 

The lived phenomena underneath them may not. 



That is why imagining this as “150 close friends” fails. 

It is not a bigger friendship circle. 

It is an environment in which relationships themselves carry so much information that they 
become part of the cognitive infrastructure of everyday life. 

And if people were raised inside that environment from birth, generation after generation, 
while still having access to everything civilization subsequently developed, eventually the 
humans growing there might experience themselves and one another in ways the founding 
generation could describe mechanically but never fully inhabit. 

They would not be ancestral humans restored. 

They would not be contemporary humans placed in smaller communities. 

They would be people developing inside a relational environment that has been largely 
absent from civilization while simultaneously retaining access to civilization’s accumulated 
knowledge. 

The interesting question is not whether we can predict exactly what they become. 

We cannot. 

The interesting question is what begins to emerge when the conditions exist long enough 
for human development itself to answer. 

And that is the part that has to be discovered from inside the field. 

The Bounded Relational Field 
Technical Breakdown 
A hypothesis about a latent mode of human social organization 

Dunbar’s number is useful here, but it is not the theory. 

What Dunbar’s work helped make visible is that human beings appear to have a real upper 
boundary around the number of socially meaningful relationships we can sustain. The exact 
number varies, and the relationships inside that range are not all equivalent. None of that 
establishes what follows. 



What I am proposing is an extrapolation from the existence of that constraint. 

The possibility is that the population range associated with persistent small-group human 

life did not merely allow people to maintain more meaningful relationships. It 
may have created the boundary conditions for a qualitatively 
different mode of human experience—one in which the relational 
network itself became part of the informational substrate through 
which reality, identity, meaning, accountability, competence, 
intimacy, conflict, and collective action were continuously 
constructed. 

The important object is therefore not the number. 

It is the relational field that becomes possible inside the boundary. 

⸻ 

A different social phenotype 

Imagine a population small enough that essentially every socially consequential person 
exists inside a persistent web of overlapping knowledge. 

You do not simply know someone’s name and personality. 

You know their history. 

You know their relationships. 

You know what they are good at. 

You know where they have failed. 

You know how they react under pressure. 

You know who trusts them and why. 

You know the context surrounding their behavior. 

And almost everyone else around you possesses similarly dense information about you and 
one another. 

This information is not stored in a database or formal institution. 



It is alive in the network. 

Every action updates that network. Every conflict occurs inside it. Every contribution 
becomes visible through it. Reputation, competence, obligation, affection, vulnerability, 
trust, memory, resource exchange and meaning are continuously being interpreted through 
relationships that themselves persist through time. 

Under those conditions, the group may begin to exhibit properties that cannot be 
explained simply by adding together isolated concepts such as trust, reciprocity, shared 
intentionality, altruism, collective identity or social cohesion. 

Those concepts may describe outputs of the field. 

They are not necessarily the field itself. 

This would constitute something like a latent social phenotype: not genetically 
different humans, but humans developing differently because a 
part of our existing developmental architecture is being expressed 
under conditions that contemporary civilization rarely provides. 

⸻ 

Scale does not merely add people. It deletes information. 

This may be the simplest systems-level primitive in the entire model. 

When a population becomes larger, we normally think of the problem as increasing 
complexity: more people, more interactions, more things to coordinate. 

But something else happens simultaneously. 

Relational information disappears. 

Once I no longer know you, your history, your relationships, your intentions, your 
competence, your obligations, or the people affected by your behavior, the social system 
loses information that previously existed implicitly. 

Civilization then has to replace it. 

Contracts compensate for absent trust. 

Credentials compensate for absent personal knowledge of competence. 

Courts compensate for disputes occurring between people without sufficiently shared 
relational context. 



Money allows value exchange between strangers. 

Law codifies behavioral boundaries that no longer remain continuously legible through 
shared social feedback. 

Etiquette regulates interactions between people who lack enough mutual history to 
improvise those interactions safely. 

Government, bureaucracy, policing, records, institutions, constitutions, markets, reputation 
systems and eventually databases and algorithms all perform versions of the same 
operation. 

They are control systems. 

That phrase is not being used negatively. 

A control system is simply an architecture that observes variables, establishes constraints, 
receives feedback and attempts to keep a larger system within viable operating conditions. 

As relational resolution decreases, explicit control architecture becomes increasingly 
necessary. 

Civilization did not invent these systems because humans became foolish. 

It invented them because the information necessary for coordination could no longer 
remain embedded entirely inside relationships. 

⸻ 

The categories themselves may change 

One of the easiest mistakes to make when imagining this relational condition is to import 
contemporary psychological categories into it unchanged. 

That may not work. 

Terms such as selfishness, altruism, jealousy, envy, hierarchy, manipulation, status, 
ownership, intimacy and even partnership describe behaviors as they currently express 
under contemporary conditions. 

Change the conditions radically enough and the phenomena underlying those words may 
reorganize. 

Consider selfishness. 



In an atomized environment, self-interest can easily externalize costs onto people who 
remain largely invisible. Individual survival and advantage can therefore become structurally 
opposed to collective wellbeing. 

Inside a dense relational field, harming the surrounding network directly degrades the 
environment in which the individual themselves survives. 

Self-interest does not disappear. 

Its optimal expression changes. 

The most effective way to benefit oneself may increasingly involve strengthening the 
surrounding people, information, resources and relationships upon which one’s own 
wellbeing depends. 

The opposition between “selfish” and “altruistic” behavior may therefore become 
substantially less coherent. 

Self-interest becomes distributed through the field. 

⸻ 

Hierarchy without sovereignty 

The same distinction applies to hierarchy. 

There is no obvious reason a bounded relational system would eliminate hierarchy. Human 
beings differ enormously in skill, experience, judgment, creativity, strength, social 
intelligence, technical competence, memory, teaching ability and every other imaginable 
dimension. 

Those differences would almost certainly produce hierarchies. 

But they need not produce a permanent class of people possessing generalized authority 
over everyone else. 

A person could be extraordinarily important when the group needs to hunt, another when 
resolving a conflict, another when constructing something, another when teaching 
children, another when understanding weather, another when maintaining social cohesion. 

Hierarchy becomes contextual and descriptive rather than sovereign. 

And because value is legible across many dimensions simultaneously, excellence in one 
domain need not imply that everyone else becomes comparatively less valuable. 

This radically alters the conditions under which envy and status competition develop. 



⸻ 

Jealousy, envy and possession 

The present forms we call jealousy and envy deserve particular caution because they may 
depend heavily upon contemporary conditions. 

Jealousy as commonly experienced is deeply entangled with insecurity, exclusivity, fear of 
replacement, possession, incomplete information and scarcity of intimacy. 

Those mechanisms do not necessarily disappear inside a bounded relational field. 

But they would occur inside a radically different informational environment. 

The strongest version of the hypothesis is not that some primitive emotional precursor 
becomes biologically impossible. 

It is that the stable social phenomenon we currently call jealousy 
may cease to make functional sense in the same form. 

If intimacy is not radically scarce, if relationships exist inside extensive overlapping context, 
if another person’s connection does not automatically imply one’s own exclusion, and if the 
health of those connections strengthens the same surrounding relational field upon which 
everyone depends, then possessive jealousy begins generating costs that become 
immediately visible. 

The same applies to envy. 

If individual value is understood through a dense multidimensional model of the person 
rather than through a few dominant status metrics, another person’s exceptional ability 
does not automatically imply one’s own diminished value. 

The affective mechanisms may remain available. 

Their socially stable expressions may be entirely different. 

⸻ 

Intimacy and sexuality may not map onto modern categories 

This is one of the places where importing contemporary assumptions becomes particularly 
misleading. 

Nothing in this model requires people to become sexually interchangeable. 



Quite the opposite: if the relational field produces richer knowledge of each individual, then 

intimacy becomes more individuated, not less. 

But contemporary pair-bonding, exclusivity, marriage, sexual ownership, promiscuity and 
even the boundaries between friendship, partnership and family are categories constructed 
within particular historical social architectures. 

There is no reason to assume they would survive unchanged. 

Human sexuality already demonstrates that it can perform social functions beyond 
reproduction. Touch, intimacy and sexual behavior can regulate attachment, tension, 
affiliation and social bonding. Other primates provide obvious examples of sexual behavior 
operating partly as social communication rather than merely reproductive behavior. 

A bounded relational field could therefore produce arrangements of attachment and 
intimacy that contemporary humans would find unfamiliar, perhaps even deeply 
uncomfortable, without those arrangements implying diminished individual value or 
indiscriminate sexual exchange. 

The exact historical form is not being claimed here. 

The important principle is simpler: 

the social architecture changes the meaning of the behavior. 

What contemporary civilization calls jealousy, promiscuity, exclusivity or pair-bonding may 
be downstream categories created after relational conditions had already changed. 

The model should therefore avoid treating contemporary sexual organization as an invariant 
baseline. 

⸻ 

Manipulation under high relational visibility 

Manipulation provides another example. 

At the most neutral level, all interaction is manipulative: systems alter other systems simply 
by interacting with them. 

The meaningful distinction is exploitative manipulation—using informational asymmetry to 
secure an advantage while hiding the resulting costs. 

Dense relational environments change the economics of that behavior. 



A manipulator is no longer manipulating only a target. 

They are interacting with the field surrounding the target. 

Histories overlap. Observations propagate. Consequences become visible. Other 
relationships supply missing information. 

Deception remains possible. 

So does exploitation. 

But sustained covert exploitation becomes much more expensive. 

A behavior sufficiently destructive to the viability of the group would increasingly encounter 
corrective pressure: modification, loss of trust, reduced access, expulsion, or some other 
adaptive response. 

Again, this is not morality being imposed from above. 

It is feedback. 

⸻ 

Morality as abstraction of previously visible consequences 

This changes how morality itself can be understood. 

Inside a dense relational environment, the consequences of behavior may be sufficiently 
visible that many rules later encoded as moral commands do not need to exist as 
abstractions. 

Harm one person and the effects propagate through people you know. 

Deceive someone and the relational consequences remain around you. 

Behave reliably and the resulting trust becomes part of the environment you inhabit. 

Share resources effectively and the improved survivability of others increases the resilience 
of the group upon which you depend. 

The causal structure is difficult to ignore because it remains socially close. 

As population and relational distance increase, those consequences become less visible. 

Rules begin replacing information. 



Behavioral patterns become etiquette. 

Etiquette becomes custom. 

Custom becomes law, morality, religion, philosophy, institutional practice or some other 
codified control architecture. 

The rule says do not do this because the network no longer 
guarantees that every participant will directly perceive why. 

This does not mean morality is false. 

It means morality may partly be a higher-order abstraction of causal relationships that were 
once much easier to experience directly. 

⸻ 

The boundary matters in both directions 

None of this describes peaceful ancestral utopia. 

The relational field applies most strongly inside the boundary. 

Outside the group, different evolutionary pressures can dominate. 

Scarcity. 

Territorial conflict. 

Disease. 

Competition over resources. 

Reproductive pressures. 

Environmental catastrophe. 

Competition with other groups. 

The same system capable of extraordinary internal cooperation could therefore produce 
extraordinary coordination against outsiders. 

In-group empathy and out-group violence are not necessarily contradictory. 

They may be expressions produced under different boundary conditions. 



This is also why historical societies commonly labeled “tribes” should not simply be treated 
as examples of the phenomenon being described here. Many Indigenous societies 
encountered during recorded history were already large, politically organized, 
economically differentiated, militarily capable and embedded in complex intergroup 
networks. 

The condition being proposed may belong to a considerably earlier stage of human social 
development. 

“Tribal” is therefore useful shorthand, but potentially misleading. 

The important condition is not cultural imagery. 

It is bounded relational density. 

⸻ 

Civilization was not a mistake 

If this mode of existence was so powerful, why leave it? 

Because it was also limiting. 

Knowledge remained local. 

Rare capabilities were difficult to combine across populations. 

Infrastructure remained constrained. 

Specialization had limits. 

Technological accumulation moved slowly. 

Large-scale projects became difficult. 

Information could disappear with the people carrying it. 

Civilization created extraordinary solutions to these constraints. 

Writing externalized memory. 

Markets coordinated strangers. 

Institutions preserved knowledge. 



Cities concentrated specialization. 

Scientific systems allowed discoveries to survive their discoverers. 

Global trade connected resources and capabilities across enormous distances. 

Technology accumulated recursively. 

Civilization massively increased the scale at which humans could cooperate. 

But there was a cost. 

We gained coordination scale while losing relational resolution. 

⸻ 

The political scaling error 

This creates a different way to look at recurring political movements. 

Humans may retain powerful attraction toward social properties generated under bounded 
relational conditions: 

belonging; 

shared purpose; 

mutual provision; 

collective agency; 

visible contribution; 

reduced alienation; 

social recognition; 

distributed obligation; 

material reciprocity; 

a sense that individual wellbeing and collective wellbeing are deeply linked. 

Certain political ideologies promise outputs resembling these properties. 

But they attempt to instantiate them at civilization scale. 



The problem is not necessarily the desire. 

The problem is the missing substrate. 

Dense relational feedback is replaced by administration. 

Mutual knowledge becomes classification. 

Distributed obligation becomes mandated redistribution. 

Emergent coordination becomes bureaucracy. 

Socially visible accountability becomes enforcement. 

Shared reality becomes ideological uniformity. 

The larger the population becomes, the less of the original relational information remains. 

The less information remains, the more explicit control must be introduced to generate the 
intended output. 

The attempt to reproduce the visible consequences of the bounded system can therefore 
generate an architecture increasingly unlike the system that produced those consequences 
in the first place. 

This is the scale error. 

⸻ 

Reintegration is not restoration 

The solution implied by this hypothesis is not a return to ancestral life. 

That would throw away enormous amounts of human development. 

It is also not simply: 

recreate Dunbar-sized communities and allow old instincts to take over. 

That could generate an entirely different failure model. 

What matters is conscious recombination. 

Humanity now possesses conceptual and technological tools that did not exist when 
bounded relational systems were normal: 



scientific reasoning; 

externalized knowledge; 

global communication; 

advanced medicine; 

engineering; 

distributed networks; 

digital computation; 

energy infrastructure; 

economic protocols; 

formal epistemology; 

systems theory; 

centuries of political experimentation; 

and increasingly powerful tools for examining our own cognition. 

The question becomes: 

What happens when some of the relational properties of bounded human social 
organization are deliberately recombined with the capabilities civilization subsequently 
developed? 

That is not restoration. 

It is a new experiment. 

⸻ 

Local density, global reach 

There is no reason to assume maximum relational integration is desirable. 

Human cognition remains finite. 



A sufficiently intense local relational field might consume attention necessary for 
participating effectively in a global network. 

Conversely, excessive global abstraction could prevent the local field from ever becoming 
sufficiently dense to generate its distinctive properties. 

The design problem is therefore not: 

maximize local relational density. 

It is: 

find the region in which local human embeddedness and global informational 
participation become mutually reinforcing rather than mutually destructive. 

Different scales should carry different functions. 

Some functions belong inside the node because they benefit from intimate contextual 
knowledge. 

Other functions should remain global precisely because they should not depend 
upon intimate trust. 

Value exchange is an obvious example. 

A distributed protocol such as Bitcoin is conceptually useful because two nodes need not 
trust one another’s internal governance in order to participate in the same value network. 
The protocol performs its function at the global layer while leaving the local relational 
architecture free to operate differently. 

The same design principle can apply elsewhere. 

Do not make the node perform functions better handled globally. 

Do not make the global network perform functions requiring deep local relational 
information. 

⸻ 

The node is an experimental boundary 

This is what the node in Boundary Conditions for Human Emergence is really for. 

Its population constraint is not merely an administrative convenience. 



It establishes an environment in which this latent relational phenotype might have enough 
room to express itself. 

But the architecture cannot dictate the resulting culture. 

If the system says in advance: 

people will share resources this way; 

sexual relationships will look like this; 

hierarchies must have this form; 

conflict must be resolved through this mechanism; 

everyone must adopt this worldview— 

then the experiment has already been contaminated. 

The designer has imposed the output. 

The purpose is instead to create enough boundary architecture to maintain viability, 
preserve agency, prevent obvious catastrophic failure modes, and allow the actual culture 
to emerge through participation. 

Create the conditions. 

Observe the phenotype. 

⸻ 

This is necessarily multigenerational 

Adults raised in contemporary civilization cannot simply decide to possess the 
developmental history this environment would create. 

They bring existing defensive structures, concepts of ownership, expectations of privacy, 
assumptions about family, status models, political categories, economic conditioning, 
language, fears, habits and identity structures with them. 

They can build the environment. 

They can participate in it consciously. 

They can help protect it. 



They can learn from it. 

But they cannot retroactively grow up inside it. 

Children can. 

And their children can go further. 

This means the strongest expression of the hypothesis may require multiple generations. 

The first generation establishes the architecture. 

Later generations reveal what the architecture actually does to human development. 

Three or four generations later, the resulting social experience may become difficult for the 
founding generation to imagine for exactly the same reason contemporary humans have 
difficulty imagining the ancestral condition. 

The environment has produced a different developmental baseline. 

⸻ 

A consciously emergent system 

There is an important paradox here. 

The participants know an experiment is occurring. 

That makes this fundamentally different from ancestral emergence. 

They possess external knowledge. 

They understand other societies exist. 

They have access to the global network. 

They can understand evolutionary theory, psychology, systems theory, history and the 
reasons the architecture was constructed. 

So the objective is not to surrender consciousness and allow some ancestral mode to 
consume everything else. 

The group is consciously participating in the re-emergence of something it cannot 
completely predict. 

That requires discrimination. 



Some emergent properties may be worth strengthening. 

Others may interfere with global participation. 

Some may introduce unexpected vulnerabilities. 

Some may reveal that assumptions built into the original hypothesis were simply wrong. 

The system therefore remains recursive and adaptive. 

The experiment itself must be capable of learning from what emerges. 

⸻ 

How the hypothesis becomes testable 

The strongest evidence would not be that people inside these communities say they feel 
happier. 

That could result from expectation, selection effects, ideology, novelty or countless other 
factors. 

More interesting would be the repeated emergence of properties that were not 
deliberately prescribed. 

For example, one could examine relational density, linguistic compression, shared semantic 
context, trust distribution, dependence upon formal rules, conflict resolution, resource 
allocation, collective problem-solving, social synchrony, status structures, developmental 
outcomes in children, alienation, psychological resilience and other measurable 
phenomena. 

But one community would still be weak evidence. 

The crucial test is recurrence. 

If independently developing nodes operating under comparable boundary conditions 
repeatedly produce similar emergent properties without being instructed to produce them, 
the hypothesis becomes considerably more interesting. 

If those properties become stronger across generations, more interesting still. 

At that point the architecture may be revealing something about latent human social 
organization rather than simply manufacturing another intentional community culture. 

And the most important results might be phenomena nobody predicted. 



⸻ 

The unrealized human phenotype 

The deepest proposition underneath all of this is therefore not that tribal life was better. 

It is not that civilization was a mistake. 

It is not that humans should become collectivists. 

It is not that Dunbar discovered the correct size of society. 

It is something considerably stranger: 

Human beings may possess a latent social-developmental phenotype that only becomes 
available under bounded, persistent, high-density relational conditions. 

Under those conditions, interpersonal knowledge may become part of the informational 
substrate through which identity, meaning, accountability, intimacy, competence, 
cooperation, conflict and shared reality are constructed. 

Civilization expanded human capability by replacing much of that relational information 
with abstract coordination systems. 

The question now is whether those two accomplishments must remain mutually exclusive. 

Perhaps they do. 

Perhaps the old relational architecture would conflict with the cognitive demands of 
contemporary civilization more severely than expected. 

Perhaps only fragments can be recovered. 

Perhaps the hypothesis is wrong. 

But if it is even partly right, the interesting possibility is not recovering who humans used to 
be. 

It is discovering what humans become when a latent part of our social architecture is 
deliberately given room to re-express after everything else we have learned. 

That organism has never existed before. 

And that is the experiment.


