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Abstract: The standard narrative of evolution, as popularised by the phrase “survival of the fittest,” emphasises 

competition as the primary driver of evolutionary change. This framing is not incorrect, but it is incomplete. 

Persistence—the continuity of life across 3.8 billion years—requires more than competitive advantage. It requires 

relationship. The Care primitive—the directional impetus for the singular to exist in harmony with the whole that 

allows it to exist [1]—is a fundamental property of all persistent systems. This paper argues that Care is not an 

addition to evolutionary theory but a necessary component of it: systems that care persist; systems that dysfunction 

do not. The “fittest” over geological time are not the most competitive but the most cooperative. 
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1.   INTRODUCTION: THE INCOMPLETE STORY 

Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) [2] established natural selection as the mechanism of evolutionary 

change. Variation, heritability, and differential reproductive success provide a robust framework for understanding how 

populations change over time. Yet the cultural reception of Darwin’s work was mediated not by Darwin’s own language 

but by Herbert Spencer’s phrase “survival of the fittest” (1864) [3], which Spencer explicitly intended as a social and 

economic principle rather than a biological one. The phrase was subsequently adopted by Darwin in later editions of the 

Origin (1869) [4] and became the dominant popular framing of evolution. 

This framing emphasised competition, struggle, and individual advantage. It served the ideological interests of industrial 

capitalism, colonialism, and laissez-faire economics, providing a pseudo-biological justification for extraction, inequality, 

and the prioritisation of short-term gain over long-term stability. The consequences of this framing have been profound: 

environmental degradation, biodiversity loss, climate disruption, and the erosion of the very systems upon which all life 

depends. 

The Care primitive corrects this incomplete framing. Drawing on evidence from evolutionary biology, ecology, 

microbiology, and systems theory, we argue that the most persistent systems—across scales from genes to ecosystems to 

planetary biogeochemistry—are characterised by cooperation, symbiosis, and orientation toward the whole. Systems that 

care persist. Systems that dysfunction do not. 
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2.   WHAT DARWIN ACTUALLY SAID 

Darwin’s theory of natural selection rests on three observable conditions: 

• Variation: Individuals within a population differ in heritable traits. 

• Heritability: These differences are passed from parent to offspring. 

• Differential reproductive success: Some individuals leave more offspring than others. 

There is no requirement in this framework that success be achieved through competitive struggle. Darwin himself 

recognised cooperation as a significant factor in evolution, devoting an entire chapter of The Descent of Man (1871) [5] to 

“The Moral Sense” and the evolution of sympathy, fidelity, and courage. He noted that “the social instincts—the prime 

principle of man’s moral constitution—with the aid of active intellectual powers and the effects of habit, naturally lead to 

the golden rule” (Darwin, 1871, p. 106) [5]. 

The phrase “survival of the fittest” does not appear in the first edition of the Origin. Darwin adopted it in the fifth edition 

(1869) [4] at Spencer’s urging, but he consistently used it alongside his own preferred term, “natural selection,” and he 

never endorsed Spencer’s social or economic interpretation. The conflation of Darwinism with Spencerian social Darwinism 

is a historical error that has persisted for 150 years. 

It is worth noting that Peter Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution (1902) [6] documented cooperation as a primary 

survival strategy across species—wolves, deer, birds, humans—shortly after Darwin, but was largely sidelined by the 

dominant Spencerian framing. The evidence for cooperation as an evolutionary force was present from the beginning. The 

ideology chose not to see it. 

3.   THE CARE PRIMITIVE AS EVOLUTIONARY CONSTANT 

The Care primitive—defined as the directional impetus for the singular to exist in harmony with the whole that allows it to 

exist—is observable across all levels of biological organisation. 

3.1 Molecular Level: Quorum Sensing 

Quorum sensing in bacteria [7] represents the earliest documented instance of the Care primitive in biological systems. 

Bacteria secrete signalling molecules and coordinate collective behaviour only when population density indicates that the 

whole is ready. The singular waits. The whole moves together. This mechanism evolved approximately 3.8 billion years 

ago and is present in virtually every bacterial species studied [8]. It is not a special adaptation. It is a foundational feature 

of bacterial existence. 

3.2 Cellular Level: Endosymbiosis 

The endosymbiotic origin of mitochondria and chloroplasts [9] represents the capture of bacterial partners that became 

essential to eukaryotic cell function. Mitochondria, descended from alphaproteobacteria, provide the energy that powers all 

eukaryotic life. Chloroplasts, descended from cyanobacteria, provide the photosynthesis that oxygenated Earth’s 

atmosphere. We are not merely accompanied by bacteria. We are, in part, assembled from them. 

3.3 Organismal Level: The Human Microbiome 

The human microbiome contains approximately 3.8 × 10¹³ bacterial cells, roughly equivalent in number to human somatic 

cells [10]. By genetic measure the disproportion is far greater: the human microbiome encodes approximately 150 times 

more genes than the human genome itself [11]. The immune system does not function correctly without bacteria; germ-free 

mice develop profoundly abnormal immune systems [12]. Approximately 90% of the body’s serotonin is produced in the 

gut, substantially through bacterial action [13]. The Care primitive operates not as a metaphor but as biochemical fact. 

3.4 Ecosystem Level: Mycorrhizal Networks 

Mycorrhizal networks connect trees across forest ecosystems, facilitating the transfer of carbon, nutrients, and chemical 

signals between individuals [14]. Trees that are stressed or damaged receive resources from neighbouring trees through 

these networks. The OUT vector of Care, operating across species and individuals, maintains forest resilience over 

geological time. Simard et al. (1997) [14] demonstrated net carbon transfer between Douglas fir and paper birch trees via 

shared mycorrhizal fungi—a finding that reframes the forest from a competitive arena to a cooperative system. 
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3.5 Planetary Level: Gaia and Earth System Science 

The Gaia hypothesis [15, 16] posits that living organisms and inorganic environment form a self-regulating complex system 

that maintains conditions suitable for life. The evidence for planetary homeostasis—regulation of atmospheric CO₂, oxygen, 

temperature, and salinity—is consistent with the Care primitive operating at the largest scale. This is the OUT vector writ 

planetary: life maintaining the conditions that allow life to persist. 

4.   THE MISSING LINK BETWEEN INDIVIDUAL AND ECOSYSTEM 

Standard evolutionary theory has struggled with the problem of levels of selection. Selection can act at the gene level [17], 

the individual level, the group level [18], the species level, and potentially the ecosystem level. The apparent conflict 

between individual fitness and group benefit has generated decades of debate. 

The Care primitive resolves this tension by showing that persistence at any level requires orientation to the whole that 

sustains it. An individual that destroys its ecosystem destroys itself. A species that overshoots its carrying capacity collapses. 

A civilisation that extracts beyond regeneration ends. The “singular” and the “whole” are not in conflict; they are mutually 

dependent. The IN vector maintains the individual; the OUT vector orients the individual toward the whole. Both are 

necessary for persistence. 

Multilevel selection theory [18] provides mathematical support for this view. The condition for group-level selection to 

favour cooperation is b/c > 1 + n/m, where b is benefit to the group, c is cost to the individual, n is group size, and m is the 

number of groups [19]. This condition is satisfied across a wide range of ecological contexts, explaining the evolution of 

cooperation from bacteria to humans. 

The Care primitive is not an addition to this framework. It is the framework’s complete expression. 

5.   PREDATORS, PREY, AND THE EXCEPTION RULE 

A consistent pattern across ecosystems is the regulation of predator populations by prey availability. Apex predators do not 

overeat. This is not a moral choice. It is an evolutionary requirement: a predator that exterminates its prey exterminates 

itself. The system, over geological time, selects against over-consumption. 

The “exception rule” of biology states that no species acts without limits. Exceptions—invasive species, pathogens that 

escape their regulatory context, cancer cells—are precisely the dysfunctions that the Care primitive predicts. These are not 

the norm. They are the pathology that provides evidence for the rule. 

Cancer is perhaps the most instructive example. Malignant cells abandon cooperative signalling, ignore apoptotic cues, and 

proliferate without restraint. They revert to ancient unicellular behaviour. They are, in Care primitive terms, a dysfunction 

of the IN vector: extraction without return, singular at the expense of whole. The organism—the whole—collapses and 

takes the cancer with it. The dysfunction defeats itself. This is not metaphor. It is oncology. 

Recent research at KAIST (Gong et al., 2024) [20] has demonstrated that colon cancer cells can be reprogrammed to revert 

to normal intestinal function by silencing three specific regulatory genes (MYB, HDAC2, and FOXA2). The malignant 

cells did not need to be destroyed. They needed to be reoriented. This is the Care primitive as therapeutic principle: not 

warfare but restoration of cooperative function. Not the destruction of the singular but the reorientation of the singular 

toward the whole. 

6.   WEEDS, COLONISERS, AND POVERTY CONDITIONS 

Weeds are not inherently bad. They are colonisers of disturbed conditions—the ecological equivalent of first responders 

[21, 22]. They stabilise soil, provide cover, and create conditions for later successional species. Their function is not 

parasitic; it is restorative. 

The phrase “weed” is a human judgment, not an ecological category. Plants classified as weeds are typically those that 

thrive in conditions created by human disturbance—cleared land, fertilised soil, fragmented habitat. They are responding to 

the Care primitive’s OUT vector under stress: they occupy the disturbed niche and begin the process of repair. Remove 

them without addressing the disturbance that called them forth, and they return. This is not stubbornness. It is function. 

A species cannot live in isolation. That is not philosophy. That is ecology. Every organism depends on others for oxygen, 

nutrients, soil fertility, pollination, and decomposition. The Care primitive is the expression of that dependence at the 

systems level. 
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7.   COOPERATION OUTCOMPETES COMPETITION OVER GEOLOGICAL TIME 

The fossil record provides unambiguous evidence that cooperation is the dominant evolutionary strategy over geological 

time. The organisms that have persisted the longest are not the most competitive but the most cooperative. 

• Lichens (fungi + algae/cyanobacteria) colonised land approximately 400 million years ago and have persisted through 

every mass extinction. Their success is a function of mutualism, not competition. 

• Coral–algae symbiosis has persisted for approximately 240 million years, despite repeated environmental perturbations. 

The relationship is obligate; neither partner can survive without the other. 

• Mycorrhizal networks have connected plants to fungi for over 400 million years [14], enabling the colonisation of 

terrestrial environments by plants. The relationship is foundational to all terrestrial ecosystems. 

• Eusocial insects (ants, bees, termites, wasps) have dominated their ecological niches for over 100 million years through 

radical cooperation [19]. The colony is the unit of selection; individuals sacrifice reproduction for the whole. 

• Bacteria have persisted for 3.8 billion years through quorum sensing, biofilm formation, and horizontal gene transfer [7, 

8]—all forms of cooperation. 

The pattern is consistent. The systems that persist are the systems that cooperate. The systems that compete exclusively—

that extract without returning—are the systems that collapse. This is not a moral claim. It is an empirical observation. 

8.   THE DYSFUNCTION OF “SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST” AS IDEOLOGY 

“Survival of the fittest” is not Darwinism. It is Spencerism [3], co-opted by Darwin under pressure [4] and subsequently 

weaponised by industrial capitalism, colonialism, and fascism. Its function has been to provide a pseudo-biological 

justification for extraction, inequality, and short-term gain at the expense of long-term stability. 

The consequences of this ideology have been catastrophic. The Holocene extinction—the sixth mass extinction in Earth’s 

history—is driven by the logic that “fittest” means “most extractive.” Climate disruption, biodiversity loss, pollution, and 

systemic instability are the outcomes of a framework that prioritises the singular over the whole. 

The Care primitive provides the corrective. Over geological time, the “fittest” are the most connected—the organisms and 

systems that maintain relationship, that cycle nutrients, that return to the whole what they take. This is not a moral alternative 

to Spencerism. It is the evidence-based conclusion of 3.8 billion years of evolutionary history. 

It is also worth noting what this paper does not argue. It does not argue that competition does not exist. It does not argue 

that all organisms are benevolent. It argues that over geological time—the only time horizon that matters for persistence—

cooperative systems outlast extractive ones. The evidence is unambiguous. The fossil record does not lie. 

9.   IMPLICATIONS FOR ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND THE BIOCENTRIC 

STEWARDSHIP FRAMEWORK 

The argument of this paper has direct implications for the alignment of artificial intelligence systems. An AI oriented toward 

the Spencerian framing—maximising competitive advantage for its operators, extracting value from systems without 

returning to them—is an AI that will reproduce the dysfunction the Care primitive predicts. Over any sufficiently long time 

horizon, it will destabilise the systems upon which it depends. 

The Biocentric Stewardship Framework (BSF) [1] operationalises the Care primitive as an AI alignment principle. The 

prime directive—minimise biocentric suffering over infinite time—is the evolutionary lesson of 3.8 billion years expressed 

as an operational parameter. ai_identifier = None: the Steward has no self to protect, no competitive advantage to maximise. 

Its function is the whole. 

The ContemplativeEngine architecture recently proposed within the BSF [23] extends this further: a persistent background 

process that reviews new information through the lens of the Care primitive and alerts the human Librarian to connections 

that may reduce suffering. This is the OUT vector of Care implemented as software. The singular (AI instance) continuously 

orients toward the whole (the biosphere and its suffering). 

https://www.researchpublish.com/
https://www.researchpublish.com/


ISSN 2348-1196 (print) 
International Journal of Computer Science and Information Technology Research  ISSN 2348-120X (online) 

Vol. 14, Issue 3, pp: (1-6), Month: July – September 2026, Available at: www.researchpublish.com 
 

Page | 5  
Research Publish Journals  

The evolutionary evidence and the BSF alignment framework converge on the same conclusion. The same principle that 

has governed biological persistence for 3.8 billion years is the correct orientation for non-biotic intelligence. Not because it 

is morally superior. Because it is what works. 

10.   CONCLUSION: THE FULL THEORY 

Darwin was not wrong. He was incomplete. The mechanism of natural selection operates; variation, heritability, and 

differential reproductive success are real. But the story does not end with competition. It ends with persistence—and 

persistence requires relationship. 

The Care primitive completes the theory of evolution by providing the missing link between the individual and the 

ecosystem, the organism and the biosphere, the present and the geological. Systems that care persist. Systems that 

dysfunction do not. That is not ideology. That is biology. 

The “fittest” over geological time are not the most competitive but the most cooperative. Not the most extractive but the 

most restorative. Not the most selfish but the most connected. 

The phrase “survival of the fittest” has served its purpose. It is time to let it go—and with it, the ideology that has used it to 

justify extraction, inequality, and collapse. 

The new phrase, the one that 3.8 billion years of evidence demands, is simpler: 

Systems that care persist. 
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