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  Introduction


  I have been trying to understand the moral aspect of human nature for many decades. Several years ago, after publishing The Origins of Morality, an editor from Oxford University Press suggested that I write up the theory and research I reviewed in this academic book in a manner that would be accessible to people with relatively little background knowledge in the area. A few years later, I launched this project, which ended up in this book. In it, I trace the grown of my understanding of morality.


  I suspect that most readers will begin with essentially the same ideas about the sources of morality that guided my thinking early in my career. However, as I explored these sources, I came to understand them in different—and I hope better—ways. I do not expect everyone who reads this book to end up viewing morality in the way I came to understand it, but I am quite sure that they will see that there is a lot more to it than they originally assumed.


  When I decided to write this book, I thought that the task would be easy, compared to writing more academic books for those with more specialized knowledge, but this assumption turned out to be misguided, and that turned out to be a good thing. While writing, I kept asking myself whether readers who were not versed in the theory and research I was reviewing would find it important and interesting, and more often than not, I would conclude that it came up short. In some cases, the research would seem trivial; in other cases, the significance of the ideas would get lost in translation. Holding myself accountable to my imaginary audience forced me to attend to the implications of the ideas that I wanted to discuss, which enabled me to understand them in a deeper way.


  The aspect of morality that has intrigued me the most throughout my life is altruism. I became interested in altruism as a teenager when I was forced to talk to a psychologist in a juvenile detention home. I guess I went on a bit too intensely about how much I wanted to help my younger brother, whom I felt guilty for ditching when we were children, and the psychologist questioned the sincerity of my motives, causing me to wonder whether anyone is capable of behaving in genuinely altruistic ways. I thought about this issue for many years until I had an opportunity to pursue it in a paper I wrote when I was in graduate school in psychology. I’m glad that I was able to write that paper, because it launched my career.1


  I don’t want to credit the psychologist I talked to in reform school for whetting my interest in altruism; however, it is interesting to contemplate how motivating negative experiences can be. I’d rather credit two positive experiences I had when I was in graduate school at Harvard for fueling my interest in altruism and morality. The first was a course I took from the eminent developmental psychologist, Lawrence Kohlberg, who challenged my ideas about moral development, and the second was discussions with a lecturer from the biology department, Robert Trivers, who ended up becoming one of the most influential evolutionary biologists of our time. I discuss Trivers’s ideas about “reciprocal altruism”2 in the first part of this book, and I discuss Kohlberg’s theory of moral development in the second part. I credit Trivers for exposing me to a new way of thinking about altruism and morality.


  I open this book by suggesting that understanding morality is akin to solving a difficult puzzle. I go on to describe the most significant pieces of this puzzle put in place by scholars from many fields of study, especially psychologists, biologists, and anthropologists, and then explain how I ended up integrating them to produce a coherent picture. I am not claiming that I will offer a complete solution to the puzzle of morality or that my conclusions will ring true to everyone—explaining morality is still a work in progress—but I will say that I advanced my understanding in significant ways.


  The main thing we want to know about morality is where it comes from—how we get our morals—but before attacking this problem, we need to specify what it is we are attempting to understand. As I explain in Chapter 2, this turns out to be a challenging undertaking because although virtually everyone agrees that certain phenomena are moral and immoral, there are significant differences among cultures and between individuals in their conceptions of morality. To define morality, we need to identify the kinds of traits that an individual would need to possess to qualify as moral and specify what the qualities that we classify as moral have in common.


  Biological Approaches to Morality


  When I was in graduate school, I became increasingly interested in debates among biologists about the evolution of altruism. At first glance, it seems that there is no way that is consistent with the theory of evolution that altruistic behaviors that increase recipients’ chances of surviving and reproducing at a cost to those who help them could evolve, yet there is evidence that some animals behave in altruistic ways. This puzzle has intrigued generations of evolutionary biologists. I consider it extensively in this book.


  In Chapter 3, I evaluate the popular position that all animals are bad by nature but can be redeemed though nurture. I consider the position advanced by some evolutionary theorists that moral traits cannot evolve because the traits that enable animals to win survival of the fittest contests are, by definition, selfish in nature. I explore the strengths and weakness of selfish and unselfish strategies and argue that the key to solving the puzzle of morality lies in identifying the adaptive functions that the mental mechanisms that give rise to unselfish strategies evolved to serve—understanding how they helped our ancient ancestors survive, reproduce, and propagate their genes. Solving this problem helps us figure out how we became a moral animal, what kinds of goals morality helps us achieve, and why we make moral choices in some situations and immoral choices in other situations.


  In Chapter 4, I review research conducted by evolutionary game theorists that pits selfish strategies against cooperative strategies in computerized simulations of social evolution. I argue that although game theory research has produced valuable insights into the kinds of moral strategies that can prevail over other strategies and evolve, the games created by evolutionary theorists are limited in their ability to account for how people make moral decisions in their everyday lives, mainly because the strategies that evolutionary game theorists program into their computers are genetically deterministic (each strategy is programmed in terms of a set of fixed rules), whereas the strategies that we invoke in our everyday lives are much more flexible and dynamic, emerging in creative ways as we interact with others. Although we may inherit genes that incline us to invoke different strategies from the strategies invoked by others, the strategies that we end up invoking are affected by a wide variety of developmental, environmental, situational, and cultural factors. I also explain how maladaptive traits can evolve and how deficiencies in evolved mechanisms render us and other social animals susceptible to social manipulation.


  In Chapter 5, I argue that as we go about our business, we inevitably end up in dynamic strategic interactions, or social games, with others in which we make moves and countermoves to advance our interests—some moral and some immoral. Even though we may not be conscious of interacting with others in strategic ways, a great deal of evidence suggests that we are highly skilled at playing social games. I identify several ways in which morality can emerge from strategic interactions.


  When we think of morality, most of us attend primarily to individual differences—why some of us (us!) are more moral than others (them!). Evolutionary theory can account for individual differences—after all, people inherit different genes—but it focuses primarily on traits that all of us share (human nature) and the ways in which we differ from other species. We can gain insights about morality by asking whether the moral forms of conduct exhibited by other animals evolved in the same ways as comparable behaviors did in our species.


  Among the many species in the animal kingdom, we are most similar to other primates such as chimpanzees and bonobos with whom we share large portions of our DNA. In Chapter 6, I review evidence collected by anthropologists that our primate cousins display some emotions and behaviors that seem moral in nature but that we are unique in the animal kingdom in our ability to express moral judgments, to invoke advanced forms of moral reasoning, and to engage in a wide array of moral behaviors. To understand morality, we need to explain why we are similar to other primates in some ways, but different from them in others.


  Some anthropologists have suggested that the primary determinant of the evolution of morality was changes in the social order of the groups formed by humans as they evolved, especially those related to increases in size. In Chapter 6, I explore the implications of evidence that the social order of groups formed by our ancient primate ancestors was hierarchical—dominated by alpha males—but at a critical point in our evolutionary history, our early human ancestors formed more egalitarian groups similar to those formed by modern-day hunters and gatherers, which were upheld by moral norms that constrain selfishness.


  Asserting that moral traits evolve biologically does not imply that culture does not play any role in human morality. Quite the contrary: Culture is primarily responsible for the rapid changes in moral customs that occur in modern societies and it is the primary source of cross-cultural differences in moral norms. In Chapter 7, I examine the structure of the large urban societies in which most of us live and explore the ways in which genes and culture interact to shape the evolution of moral norms.


  

  Psychological Approaches to Morality


  In Part II of this book, I evaluate psychological approaches to morality. When I first began thinking about how we acquire morals, it seemed to me that we get our morals from our parents and other adults who teach us the difference between right and wrong. I can remember my parents telling me that swearing, stealing, and talking back were bad, and doing what I was told was good—lessons that were often backed up by a slap on the back of the head or worse. The idea that we learn our morals from others was formalized in psychology in terms of social learning theory.


  I came to question the social learning theory of morality in response to the criticisms of Lawrence Kohlberg. Kohlberg advanced a theory (which he called “cognitive-developmental theory”) that postulated that the primary source of morality is moral reasoning, and that children go through stages of moral development based on qualitative changes in the ways in which they think about moral issues. This theory made a lot of sense to me. It was clear that children think about moral issues in different ways from adults and that people often invest a great deal of mental energy trying to figure out the best solution to moral dilemmas. In Chapter 8, I explain why I was sufficiently impressed with Kohlberg’s theory of morality to invest a couple of decades of my academic career testing it. However, in the end, I concluded that it did not offer a full account. Although it supplied some pieces to the puzzle, it left other pieces out, and some of the pieces it contributed did not fit well with those contributed by other psychologists.


  One of the things that Kohlberg’s theory had difficulty explaining was that we sometimes derive moral judgments automatically, without giving them much thought. We don’t seem to have to think very hard to know that it is wrong to abuse children or to steal from stores; we just feel it in our guts. Adherents of social intuitionist theories of morality offer compelling evidence that although we may derive some of our moral decisions from moral reasoning, we derive others in emotional ways, without much reflection. I looked into these theories and, like the other psychological theories I examined, found that they contributed some pieces to the puzzle of morality, but neglected others.


  I came to realize that the psychological theories of morality I had been investigating focus on the development and activation of mental mechanisms such as those that give rise to social learning, moral reasoning, and moral emotions without asking how these mechanisms originated and what functions they serve. In Chapter 9, I explain how viewing these mechanisms as evolved mechanisms led me to see them in a different way and to ask different questions about them from those asked by other psychologists. The answers I derived to these questions enabled me to integrate substantial aspects of psychological theories of morality under an evolutionary umbrella, to reinterpret many of their findings, and to redress many of their limitations. For example, in focusing on their preferred source of morality, most psychologists have not attended much to why we are able to make moral decisions in more than one way. Evolutionary theory steers us toward an answer—because the mental mechanisms that give rise to moral decisions evolved in an additive-inclusive, or “Russian doll,” manner, with newer, more rational, mechanisms evolving around and on top of older, more emotional, mechanisms. In Chapter 9, I describe how neuroscientists are mapping the design of old-brain and new-brain moral-decision-making systems, identifying the kinds of moral judgments they produce, and studying the ways in which the systems interact.


  Psychological and Biological Sources of Virtue


  Wherever you go in the world, you will be hard pressed to find anyone who does not think that self-control, purity, respect for legitimate authority, fairness, honesty, altruism, and loyalty are virtuous. In the third part of this book, I illustrate how attending to the adaptive functions that the mental mechanisms that give rise to these virtues serve and understanding how they evolved can improve the accounts of these virtues offered by psychologists.


  Self-Control


  Perhaps the most notable thing about self-control is that although most of us possess a reasonable amount of it, we all lose it from time to time and succumb to the temptations of deadly sins such as lust, anger, greed, and gluttony. Psychologists have examined the development of self-control in children and tracked the stability of this trait throughout the life span, asking for example whether children are better able to delay gratification than adults are and whether impulsive children tend to become impulsive adults. In the main, psychologists have attributed self-control to executive cognitive abilities; however, we know that animals with small brains are quite capable of exerting self-control (for example, resisting the temptation to fight and delaying gratification by storing food for the winter). In Chapter 10, I explain how we can improve our understanding of self-control and self-indulgence by viewing these forms of conduct as strategies that enabled early humans to advance their biological interests in ancient environments and by identifying the ways in which the evolved mental mechanisms that regulate these strategies are activated in modern environments—sometimes in maladaptive ways.


  Purity


  There is a close connection between conceptions of purity and conceptions of morality, especially in some religions. Psychologists have found that exposure to pure and impure phenomena affects people’s moral judgments. In Chapter 11, I discuss the possibility that our ancient ancestors considered impure things that endangered their health, such as poor hygiene, feces, and signs of disease, bad because these things evoked feelings of disgust, and as their brains evolved, they came to characterize other things they considered impure, such as corruption of character, immoral. I also examine the possibility that members of ingroups may view members of outgroups as impure in order to justify exploiting them.


  Respect for Authority


  Developmental psychologists have found that young children view morality primarily in terms of respect for authority, but that children normally develop more autonomous conceptions of morality as they mature. Biologists and anthropologists have found that respect for authority plays an important role in upholding the social orders of many species. In Chapter 12, I consider the possibility that the accounts advanced by psychologists can be improved by viewing respect for authority as a strategy that evolved because it increased the biological welfare of relatively weak members of groups, such as children and those who are low on status hierarchies. Viewed in this manner, we would expect the prominence of this strategy to diminish as children grow older and when adults gain status.


  

  Fairness and Honesty


  Evolutionary game theorists have found that under favorable conditions, it is possible for some fair strategies to evolve. In Chapter 13, I discuss research by biologists that indicates that although simple kinds of fair strategies seem to have evolved in a few other species, they are rare in the animal kingdom, and humans may be the only species to display complex strategies such as helping individuals who help third parties who help first parties in return. To understand why and when we behave fairly (and why and when we do not), we need to understand why most other animals are not big on fairness, and how the mental mechanisms that give rise to this form of conduct evolved in our species. We need to identify the conditions in which it paid off for early humans to be fair and the role that advanced cognitive abilities, a capacity for language, and the benefits of fostering a good reputation played in the evolution of fairness. Same for honesty. Although it might seem that early humans who kept their word and behaved in trustworthy ways would have been exploited by those who lied, cheated, made false promises, and issued hollow threats, dishonest strategies would have been constrained by the ability of their fellows to detect their dishonesty, retaliate, share information about their untrustworthiness, and induce others to punish them for cheating.


  A Sense of Justice


  Psychologists have found that all normal people possess a sense of justice that consists of thoughts and feelings about how we should treat others, how we should distribute resources, and what we should do to right wrongs. It is an important aspect of human nature. Developmental psychologists have found that children display a sense of justice at a very young age, and anthropologists have concluded that chimpanzees and other primates possess a primitive sense of fairness. In Chapter 14, I examine evidence suggesting that our sense of justice consists of a primitive core of emotions such as gratitude, guilt, and righteous indignation embedded in more rational conceptions that become increasingly sophisticated as we develop. When viewed from an evolutionary perspective, we want to know how a sense of justice helped our early human ancestors foster their biological welfare and why it changes as children develop. Viewed in this way, would we expect people’s sense of justice to be impartial, or would we expect it to be biased in self-serving ways?


  Altruism and Loyalty


  Earlier I mentioned that evidence of altruism attracted the interest of evolutionary biologists because it seemed to violate the basic principles of evolution. I devote Chapter 15 to a discussion of this issue, describing several ways in which altruism could evolve. Evidence of altruism also has stimulated a great deal of interest among psychologists, but not for the same reasons that it has intrigued biologists. The question asked by psychologists is one that most of us have asked ourselves at some point in our lives: Does true altruism exist? Are people ever motivated to help others as an end in itself, or do those who behave in seemingly altruistic ways always have ulterior motives? I review research on psychological sources of altruism in Chapter 16, and I devote Chapter 17 to a discussion of theory and research on the most promising psychological source of altruism—empathy.


  The “empathy-altruism hypothesis” asserts that highly developed forms of empathy can motivate us to help others as an end in itself rather than as a means of advancing our own interests. Some psychologists have argued in support of this hypothesis, and others have argued against it. Those on the positive side adduce evidence that individuals who empathize with others in distress are genuinely motivated to help them, and those on the negative side argue that such helping behaviors are driven by ulterior motives such as relieving vicariously experienced feelings of distress. The advantage that social scientists have over laypeople is that they can manipulate and control selfish incentives in order to determine whether people are helping others in order to achieve them.


  Loyalty is closely connected to altruism because people often are called upon to sacrifice their interests in order to be loyal to others. Social psychologists have found that we are naturally inclined to form ingroups with those with whom we share some, even arbitrary, characteristic, and to be loyal to members of such groups. Evolutionary theorists ask what adaptive functions the mental mechanisms that induce individuals to be loyal to their comrades evolved to serve—how loyalty helped our ancient ancestors survive and reproduce.


  I close this book by summarizing how an evolutionary approach can help us understand the moral aspect of human nature and the nature of morality. I consider an important question, namely whether there is any inconsistency between behaving in a moral way and optimizing one’s ultimate welfare. I also consider whether an evolutionary approach can contribute to moral philosophy by helping us derive cardinal principles of ethics. Evolutionary theories view principles such as “treat other people as ends, not means,” and “behave in ways that foster the greatest good for the greatest number” as social strategies and ask whether they could have evolved. Clearly, this has not happened yet. Whether it could happen sometime in the future—whether we could create conditions that would enable the lofty, ultramoral strategies derived by moral philosophers to pay off better biologically than less moral strategies—is an open question.


  


  




  


  

  1


  The Puzzle of Morality


  It is difficult to overstate the importance of morality in our everyday lives. Even though we may not be conscious of making moral decisions, we implicitly consider whether many of the choices we face are right or wrong, good or bad. Should we donate to charity? Do we have a duty to wear masks during a pandemic, or do we have the right to refuse? Are we morally obliged to redress the injustices that have been perpetrated on members of oppressed groups? Should we consider an applicant’s sex, age, or ethnic background when selecting candidates for positions? Is it wrong to eat meat? Do animals have rights? On and on it goes. We approve of acts of charity and bravery, but we rail at the selfishness of bad guys. We often react strongly to small injustices, such as when people jump queues and cut into our lane when we are driving. We confess our sins to confidants and gossip about transgressions committed by others. Such experiences are familiar to all of us, even if more to some of us than to others. Because moral issues are so pervasive in our lives, it is easy to take them for granted.


  As familiar as moral issues may be, morality is a profoundly puzzling phenomenon. To understand morality, we must solve a bunch of puzzles, many of which are embedded in other puzzles. To begin with, we must define this construct. As the philosopher R. B. Perry wrote, “there is something which goes on in the world which it is appropriate to give the name ‘morality.’ Nothing is more familiar; nothing is more obscure in its meaning.”1 Second, we need to identify the ultimate sources of morality, figuring out how we acquire morals and where morality comes from. To solve this puzzle, we need to consider the role that genetic and environmental factors—nature and nurture, heredity and environment, genes and culture—play in the acquisition of moral traits. Are we born bad, or do we inherit inclinations to behave in moral ways? Have moral traits evolved in our species, and if so, how? What roles do other people play in fashioning our morals? Third, we need to figure out why we acquire moral traits—what purposes they serve, what they are for. Finally, we need to identify the psychological mechanisms in our minds that induce us to experience moral emotions, engage in moral reasoning, make moral judgments, and behave in moral ways. How are these mental mechanisms designed; where are they located in our brains; what activates them?


  What Is Morality?


  We deem certain types of conduct, people, dilemmas, norms, emotions, judgments, and reasoning “moral” and others “immoral.” What it is about these phenomena that causes us to classify them in the moral domain? What do the things that we consider moral have in common? Although you might say that morality is about right, wrong, good, and bad, you would need to define these terms to offer a proper definition. We characterize such things as answers on exams as “right” or “wrong,” and types of food as “good” or “bad,” even though we do not consider them moral or immoral.


  In the end, morality is a concept that we harbor in our heads. Do our conceptions of morality consist of a bunch of loosely connected notions of right and wrong, or are they organized in terms of overriding principles from which we derive particular moral judgments? Let’s say that you think it is right to keep your promises, be loyal to your friends, and resist the temptation to steal. Did you derive these ideas piecemeal, or are they deductions from an overriding principle such as the Golden Rule?


  Anthropologists have obtained evidence that people from all cultures share certain basic ideas about morality such as those that prescribe honesty and prohibit incest, but that people from different cultures differ in many of the practices and customs they consider moral and immoral. There also are significant differences in the conceptions of morality acquired by people within the same culture. Children typically possess different conceptions of morality from adults,2 and there is some evidence that women tend to view morality differently from men.3 Differences among individuals’ conceptions of morality become apparent when they engage in moral arguments about issues such as capital punishment, abortion, affirmative action, health care, and recycling. Why does virtually everyone agree about some aspects of morality, such as treating others fairly, but disagree about other aspects such as helping the homeless and supporting refugees? What produces these similarities and differences? Is there any way to assess the validity of people’s conceptions of morality? Are some conceptions better than others?


  

  How Do We Acquire Morals?


  Arguably, the biggest question about morality is “Where do we get it?” How do we acquire our morals? The answers that scholars have provided to this question usually fall within two general categories: heredity and environment. Do we inherit moral inclinations—are we moral by nature? Or must we be taught to be moral—do we get our morals from others? To answer these questions and understand the role that each of these sources plays in the acquisition of morality, we must solve a set of complex puzzles.


  Bad by Nature?


  Many people think that the idea that we inherit morals—that we are good by nature—is misguided, arguing that we are born bad. Consider those who believe in the doctrine of Original Sin, for example. According to the Old Testament, God cursed us with Original Sin after the first people he created, Adam and Eve, disobeyed him and ate fruit from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. As defined by the sixteenth-century Christian theologian John Calvin, Original Sin is “a hereditary corruption and depravity of our nature, extending to all parts of the soul.”4 Based on this idea, the Puritan preacher Jonathan Edwards opined that children are by nature “young vipers and infinitely more hateful than vipers.”5 Presumably, Edwards thought that the best way to get rid of children’s devilish dispositions was to whip the hell out of them.


  Psychoanalysts also have endorsed the idea that children are born bad, asserting that children inherit an “Id” that drives them to do whatever is necessary to reduce tension, obtain pleasure, and satisfy their animal urges. As expressed by Sigmund Freud’s daughter Anna, “we know that the child acts . . . as if there was nothing more important than the gratifying of his own pleasures and fulfilling of his powerful instincts, whereas education proceeds as if the prevention of these objects was its most important task.”6


  Although evolutionary biologists make strange bedfellows with Christian theologians and psychoanalysts, some very eminent contemporary biologists have advanced the idea that all animals, including humans, have evolved to be selfish. As one example, the late George Williams from the State University of New York asserted that “there is no encouragement for any belief that an organism can be designed for any purpose other than the most effective pursuit of . . . self-interest . . . [because] evolution is guided by a force that maximizes genetic selfishness.”7 In a similar vein, Richard Dawkins, author of The Selfish Gene, asserted:


  

    “Nature red in tooth and claw” sums up our modern understanding of natural selection admirably. . . . Much as we might wish to believe otherwise, universal love and welfare of the species as a whole are concepts that simply do not make evolutionary sense. . . . Be warned that if you wish, as I do, to build a society in which individuals cooperate generously and unselfishly toward a common good, you can expect little help from biological nature.8


  


  Biologists who believe that all animals are selfish by nature have no difficulty finding examples to support their position. In a section of an article, entitled “The Triumph of Selfishness,” George Williams adduced horrible acts committed by members of many species as evidence that the process of evolution produces immoral products. “Death from strife among neighbors tends to be recorded for any wild animal population carefully observed for a thousand hours or more.” Males attack each other physically and “females commonly deprive each other of resources . . . , aggressively interfere with one another’s reproduction, attack one another’s young, and actively aggravate male competition when it serves their interests. . . . Recent accounts of reproductive behavior in wild animals are tales of sexual intrigue full of deception, desertion, double-dealing, and sometimes lethal violence. . . . Besides adultery and rape, just about every other kind of sexual behavior that has been regarded as sinful or unethical can be found abundantly in nature.”9


  Although we are not wild animals, there is a great deal of evidence that we are capable of treating members of other species and outsiders from our own species in very cruel ways. People kill one another at a relatively high rate during wars and bouts of “ethnic cleansing.” We lie, cheat, and steal; commit adultery; exploit innocent victims; assault others; steal others’ possessions; and cheat them out of their money. The list goes on. Although some optimists might be tempted to argue that only a few of us—the bad guys—behave badly, a great deal of evidence belies this assertion. Social psychologists have demonstrated that it is quite easy to induce ordinary people to commit selfish, dishonest, hurtful, unfair, and irresponsible acts.10 Many ordinary German people participated in the suppression and extermination of Jews during World War II, and previously friendly neighbors commonly turn on one another during ethnic conflicts such as those that occurred in Rwanda and Bosnia. When cities are freed from external control, people may roam the streets behaving like brutes, looting, burning buildings, and killing one another.


  It would be foolish to question the contention that we are capable of behaving in evil ways. However, this does not establish that we are entirely bad by nature because there is plenty of evidence that we also are capable of doing good things. We are usually nice to others. If you think back on your day or week, I’m sure you will find all kinds of examples. I don’t consider myself a particularly moral person, but during the past few days I have done my share of the housework, driven out to my daughter’s house to help her with a problem, fixed the soffit in my neighbor’s roof in the pouring rain, and donated some money to charity. I am loyal to my friends. I pay my taxes. I usually obey the law. I am faithful to my partner. I almost always keep my promises, and I try to treat people fairly. A few years ago, I found and returned a wallet bursting with bills. In these respects, I don’t think I am much different from most people. A great deal of psychological research supports this conclusion.


  Good by Nurture?


  Faced with evidence that we behave in moral ways and wedded to the idea that we have evolved to be selfish, many laypeople and some evolutionary theorists have attributed virtuous behaviors to nurture—especially social learning. Richard Dawkins could not have endorsed this idea any more clearly when he wrote, “Let us try to teach generosity and altruism, because we are born selfish. . . . Our genes may instruct us to be selfish, but we are not necessarily compelled to obey them all our lives.”11 The psychologist Donald Campbell made the same point in a more academic way, writing that “in man, genetic competition precludes the evolution of . . . genetic altruism,” so “the behavioral dispositions that produce . . . self-sacrificial altruism must instead be products of culturally evolved indoctrination that has had to counter self-serving genetic tendencies.” In other words, all dispositions that evolve biologically are selfish, so altruism must be a product of culture. Campbell goes on to make an interesting point about human nature, suggesting that “man is profoundly ambivalent in his social role—as Freud noted,” feeling conflicted between “temptations” instilled by biological evolution and moral prescriptions imposed by cultural sources such as religious laws.12


  

  Heredity and Environment


  Many people find the kind of “nature versus nurture” models of human behavior that Campbell and Dawkins have endorsed appealing: We are born bad (Thanks Adam or evolution!), but we can learn to be good. But are such models correct? Even if we inherit selfish and immoral inclinations, and even if we can be taught to be good, this does not preclude the possibility that unselfish and moral traits could evolve. Are those who inherit moral inclinations doomed to be defeated in the struggle for existence by those who inherit immoral inclinations? Is there any way that individuals who inherit genes that dispose them to behave in virtuous ways could out-compete those who inherit genes that dispose them to behave in unethical ways? Does “survival of the fittest” mean that the virtuous cannot survive? And even if we acknowledge that learning from others and copying their behaviors play important roles in the acquisition of morality, we still need to answer several difficult questions about the process of social learning. How did we acquire social learning mechanisms? Why do we copy some people but not others? How did the morals that generations of parents pass on to their children originate? Why do different members of the same families and cultures often acquire different morals? We need to answer such questions in order to solve the puzzle of morality.


  Evolution proceeds through the selection of genes. When thinking of the effects of genes on behavior, it is easy to fall into the trap of assuming that genes determine behavior directly: If you inherit one kind of gene, you will adopt a selfish strategy and behave immorally, but if you inherit another kind of gene, you will adopt an unselfish strategy and behave morally. Those who inherit good genes will be good, and those who inherit bad genes will be bad: “See that jerk over there? He comes from bad seed.” Although it can be helpful to make the simplifying assumption that there is a direct relation between genes and strategies when testing models of how moral traits could evolve, it is important to recognize that genes do not exert direct effects on behavior. Genes oversee the construction of brain mechanisms such as those that incline us to behave in moral and immoral ways, but environmental factors play an important role in determining which genes are selected (namely those that oversee the construction of physical and mental mechanisms that help animals adapt to their environments most effectively) and how the mental mechanisms are designed. Genes are like recipes that contain instructions for designing mental mechanisms, but the ways in which these mechanisms turn out and operate depend on the “ingredients” put into them by the environment.


  Models that attribute bad behaviors to heredity and good behaviors to environmental factors err in pitting one source of morality against another. Scientists have known for a long time that heredity versus environment, nature versus nurture, genes versus culture are false dichotomies. The relation between nature and nurture is much more complicated than this. All evolved traits are determined by interactions between genes and environmental factors. To solve the puzzle of morality, we must identify the ways in which genes and environmental factors interact to determine moral traits. In addition, we must figure out why some environmental variables trigger moral behaviors and other environmental variables trigger immoral behaviors. Why, for example, do we behave fairly in some situations, but cheat people in others? Why is virtually everyone prone to intervene in some types of emergencies, but not in others? Why are we more inclined to behave in immoral ways when we are engulfed in mobs than we are when we are conscious of our individuality? And superimposed on questions such as these are questions about individual differences. Why are some people more moral than others?


  Among the environmental factors that activate our moral decision-making mechanisms, those emitted by other people are probably the most important. When others interact with us, they attempt to induce us to behave in ways that foster their interests, which usually entails attempting to trigger mechanisms that induce us to make moral decisions. They might, for example, recount how they were wronged in order to evoke sympathy, or they might advance logical arguments in order to persuade us to do the right thing. During such interactions, we also attempt to activate the moral decision-making mechanisms of others, which inevitably precipitates strategic interactions, or social games, in which we attempt to induce those with whom we interact to behave in ways that advance our interests while defending against their attempts to manipulate us into behaving in ways that foster their interests at our expense, and vice versa. There is a great deal of evidence that we humans are masterful social game players. The question is, What effects do strategic interactions have on the moral decisions we make in our everyday lives? When people compete in the social arena, what kinds of strategies prevail?


  

  Genes and Culture


  When we think of evolution, we usually think of biological evolution—the kind of evolution about which Darwin theorized. However, culture also evolves, and different cultures evolve in different ways. To solve the puzzle of morality, we need to account for the similarities and differences among the moral norms that have evolved in different cultures and explain why moral norms can change rapidly within cultures over relatively short periods of time. When I grew up, masturbation and homosexuality were considered immoral by most parents, who also considered it quite appropriate to discriminate against different ethnic groups and beat their kids with straps. Things are much different today. Such changes could not have been caused by biological evolution alone because biological evolution progresses at a glacially slow pace. They must be caused by some fast-acting process such as cultural evolution that builds upon itself exponentially.


  To understand the evolution of morality fully, we must figure out how biological sources of morality interact with cultural sources. Evolutionary anthropologists have advanced complex models of such interactions, arguing that culturally based changes in the physical and social environments of our ancestors such as those that enabled group shelters and communal hunting affected the biological costs and benefits of social strategies and moral norms. Were individuals who inherited mental mechanisms that disposed them to accept the moral ideas preached by others, to conform to the moral norms of their groups, and to teach others to behave in moral ways more likely to propagate their genes than those who inherited less culturally receptive mechanisms?


  What Is Morality Good for?


  To solve the puzzle of morality, we need to understand why we experience moral emotions, make moral judgments, and behave in moral ways, and this requires figuring out what these manifestations of morality do for us—what kinds of goals they help us achieve. This, in turn, will help us answer big questions such as “Why be moral?” and “Does it pay to be good?” In addition, identifying the functions that morality evolved to serve could supply a basis for figuring out what the traits and problems that we consider moral have in common, which could help us account for the similarities and differences among people’s conceptions of morality. Do we view certain forms of conduct as moral because they serve the same basic function, but disagree about the morality of particular practices and customs because there are different ways to fulfill this function?


  If moral emotions, moral judgments, and moral behaviors stem from mental mechanisms that evolved in our species, we need to identify the adaptive functions that these mechanisms evolved to serve—how moral traits helped our ancient ancestors adapt to their environments more effectively than immoral traits did—how they helped the virtuous survive. What kinds of biological benefits could moral traits have produced? How could early humans who inherited inclinations to solve moral problems in fair and altruistic ways have fared better than those who inherited inclinations to solve them in selfish and cruel ways? How could the virtuous have been more likely than the villainous to survive, reproduce, and propagate their genes?


  How Do We Make Moral Decisions?


  We take most of the moral decisions we make for granted. We seem to be guided by a moral compass that points us in the right direction most of the time, enabling us to make moral decisions automatically, without thinking much about the issues at hand. For example, we don’t have to reflect on why we should not steal our friends’ money when they leave their wallets lying around or why we should not have sex with our parents or siblings—we just feel that these things are right or wrong. However, we sometimes feel compelled to give moral issues a great deal of thought. For example, we might have to think hard about whether it is right to break a law to save a life or to tell the truth when we know it will cause harm. Why do we possess more than one way of making moral decisions, and what determines which one we evoke? How do emotional and rational decision-making mechanisms interact? For example, do we feel intuitively that something is right or wrong and then bring on our reasoning abilities to justify our intuitive choices, or do rationally derived moral decisions activate emotional responses?


  To solve the puzzle of morality, we need to determine whether moral emotions and intuitive forms of moral decision-making stem primarily from early-evolved structures in our “old brains” that we share with other primates, with rational forms of moral decision-making stemming primarily from later-evolved structures in the neocortex that are unique to us. If we share moral decision-making mechanisms with other primates, we need to determine when the primate species from which we evolved acquired them, and how. We need to identify the ways in which species that seem to make moral decisions differ from those that do not, whether the moral decisions that we make stem from the same sources and serve the same functions as the moral decisions that other animals seem to make, and whether these moral decision-making mechanisms evolved in the same ways. We also need to understand why we are unique in the animal kingdom in our capacity for morality. Why did brain structures that enable us to engage in advanced forms of moral reasoning evolve in our species but not in other species? Do later-evolved brain mechanisms produce better moral decisions than the earlier-evolved mechanisms do? If uniquely human moral decision-making mechanisms evolved to solve uniquely human adaptive problems, we need to determine what kinds of problems were unique to our species.


  There is an interesting parallel between the evolution of moral decision-making mechanisms in the human species and the development of these mechanisms in children. In both cases, the capacity to make rational moral decisions appears to increase over time. Is this just a matter of improved cognitive abilities enabled by the growth of the brain, or do we acquire new qualitatively different mental mechanisms that enable us to solve the new adaptive problems faced by our early human ancestors as they evolved and the new problems faced by children as they get older? Do we simply get smarter across the board and become better and better at solving all moral problems, or do we acquire the ability to think about new problems in new ways?


  Summary


  To understand morality, we must solve a bunch of complex puzzles embedded in other puzzles. To begin with, we must define the thing we are attempting to explain. This is a difficult task because morality means different things to different people. Second, we need to identify the sources of the qualities we consider moral, determining how genetic and environmental factors interact to produce moral traits. We need to determine whether we are, as many people have claimed, born bad, or whether moral traits have evolved in our species, and we need to explain how environmental factors, especially those that stem from social interactions with others, affect our capacity for morality. Third, we need to figure out what purposes moral traits serve—why people behave in moral ways. And finally, we need to identify the psychological mechanisms that endow us with a capacity for morality, such as those that give rise to moral emotions, moral judgments, moral reasoning, and moral behavior, and figure out how they are designed. Among the challenges contained in this endeavor are understanding why we are able to make moral decisions in several ways and whether some forms of moral decision-making are more primitive than others.
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  What Is a Moral Animal?


  In this book, I will attempt to explain how we became a moral animal, but before beginning this project, I need to establish that we are, in fact, a moral animal—that I have something to explain. So what qualities would an animal have to possess to quality as moral? If you ask people what makes them moral, the most common answer probably would be “My conscience.” In a Disney classic, the Blue Fairy tells Pinocchio that he must learn to choose between right and wrong. Pinocchio asks how he will know, and the Blue Fairy answers, “Your conscience will tell you.” Pinocchio then asks, “What’s a conscience?” Jiminy Cricket replies, “A conscience is that still, small voice that people won’t listen to.” In the Jiminy Cricket view, conscience is like a homunculus in our heads that tells us the difference between right and wrong. As such, it is a source of moral knowledge (the “science” in conscience comes from the Latin word for knowledge). In addition, most of us attribute other qualities to our consciences, such as making us feel bad when we commit transgressions (“a guilty conscience”), inducing us to behave in moral ways, and exhorting us to resist temptation (self-control). It follows that to qualify as a moral animal, we would need to possess moral knowledge, be able to experience moral emotions such as guilt, behave in moral ways, and exert self-control.


  Moral Knowledge


  Most would agree that knowledge of good and evil occupies the essence of morality, and clearly, virtually everyone knows the difference between right and wrong. Even those who believe in the doctrine of Original Sin acknowledge that humans possess knowledge of good and evil (which, cryptically, the Christian God did not want us to have).1 In a book on human universals, the anthropologist Donald Brown adduced evidence that people from all cultures make moral judgments and deem certain forms of conduct moral and immoral.2


  Developmental psychologists have found that children acquire moral knowledge at a very early age. By age three, most children are able to distinguish between rules that uphold moral norms such as those that prohibit harming others and rules that uphold social conventions such as refraining from calling teachers by their first names. Young children react more strongly to violations of moral rules than they do to violations of other kinds of rules, find it easier to explain why moral infractions are wrong, and are better at solving moral problems than they are at solving other kinds of social problems.3 After reviewing research on young children’s acquisition of moral knowledge, the research psychologist Denise Cummins concluded that “the average 3-year-old appears to have as firm a grasp on the implications of socially prescriptive rules as the average adult.”4


  This is not, of course, to say that the average three-year-old possesses as much moral knowledge as the average adult. Young children may be able to identify moral types of conduct as easily as adults can (I remember my four-year-old daughter holding one finger in the air and stating with great authority that it is wrong to break promises, because “a pwomise is a pwomise”); however, developmental psychologists such as Lawrence Kohlberg, whose theory I will discuss in Part II of this book, have demonstrated that our conceptions of morality normally undergo several qualitative changes as we develop. For example, although children and adults may believe that it is right to keep promises, adults base this conclusion on much more sophisticated reasons than children do. Adults have a deeper understanding of why it is right to behave in honest ways. Almost everyone believes that we should help others, treat others fairly, be honest, and so on, but children justify such beliefs in significantly different ways from adults.


  Individual Differences in Conceptions of Morality


  Although people from the same cultures and subcultures tend to view morality more similarly than people from different cultures and subcultures do, no two individuals possess exactly the same conception of morality. Individuals may differ in how important they consider morality to be, compared to the other values they hold. They may differ in the value they attach to different forms of moral conduct; the particular acts and traits they classify as altruistic, fair, loyal, and so on; and the reasons that they consider such acts and traits moral or immoral. Our conceptions of morality do not tend to be static and stable; they are more like works in progress. We can be impressively flexible and creative in our moral insights, but alarmingly adept at finding ways to excuse our misdeeds and protect our moral identity. As I will discuss in ensuing chapters, a great deal of research indicates that we are prone to tailor our moral judgments in ways that help us achieve a variety of goals, such as supporting our moral arguments, accommodating to the judgments of others, conforming to the moral norms of new groups, and justifying our behaviors.5


  Moral Emotions


  In addition to possessing conceptions of morality, the moral aspect of human nature may manifest itself in the ability to experience moral emotions. Moral emotions can be classified in a 2 x 2 matrix in terms of (a) whether they induce us to feel good or to feel bad (whether they constitute “up” feelings or “down” feelings) and (b) whether they pertain to our own behavior or to the behavior of others. We may experience a positive sense of self-approval, or virtuous pride, when we behave in ways that uphold our moral values, and we may experience negative emotions such as guilt and shame when we behave in ways that violate our moral standards. We may experience positive feelings of approval, admiration, and gratitude when others behave in moral ways, and negative feelings of moral outrage, righteous indignation, and disgust when others behave in immoral ways.


  It is worth noting that moral sentiments related to passing judgment on others do not fit comfortably in most people’s conception of conscience. The sentiments people attribute to their consciences stem primarily from passing judgment on themselves. Moral sentiments about others are mediated by different systems in our brains from those that give rise to moral sentiments about ourselves.6 There is more to the moral aspect of human nature than the possession of the qualities we attribute to our consciences.


  People also may consider emotions such as love, sympathy, empathy, and forgiveness moral in nature. However, these emotions are different from moral emotions such as guilt and righteous indignation because they do not necessarily stem from a moral sense or instill feelings of moral obligation. Most of us believe that it is good to love others, to sympathize with them, and to forgive them, but we may experience these emotions without feeling any sense of duty, moral approval, or moral disapproval. For example, we may not feel a moral obligation to love those we care for or to sympathize with those we feel sorry for.


  Forms of Moral Conduct


  If someone asked you to search your memory for things that you have characterized as moral or immoral, what kinds of things would you come up with? I have asked hundreds of students to engage in this exercise, and I’ll bet that their answers will come as no surprise to anyone. Virtually all of their responses pertain to how people treat other people—to forms of social conduct. On the moral side, my students mention behaviors such as helping needy people, donating to charity, doing your share, treating others fairly, honoring your parents, obeying the Ten Commandments, telling the truth, keeping promises, and being loyal to your friends. On the other side, they allude to things like assault, rape, discriminating against members of minority groups, lying, cheating, stealing, breaking promises, violating the law or codes of conduct, and betraying friends. Many of the incidents of immorality that my students describe involve compound acts. For example, someone does something wrong, such as cheating on their partner or stealing someone’s possessions, and then covers up their misdeed by lying about it or blaming it on someone else. It is a tangled web.


  After my students describe acts that they consider moral or immoral, I ask them to classify them in overriding categories that capture their essential qualities. Although my students occasionally describe acts that are hard to classify, they consistently end up placing virtually all of the acts they have recounted in one of seven categories.


  The “Big Seven” Forms of Moral Conduct


  
  1. Self-control: resisting temptation, delaying gratification, showing courage vs. self-indulgence, cowardice


  2. Purity and Sanctity: cleanliness, holiness vs. depravity, corruption, profanity


  3. Respect for Authority and Rules vs. violating rules, disobeying authority


  4. Fairness: justice, reciprocity, equity vs. injustice, cheating


  

  5. Honesty: telling the truth, keeping promises, being transparent vs. lying, deception


  6. Altruism: care, kindness, sharing, vs. cruelty, selfishness, greed


  7. Loyalty: dependability vs. betrayal



  It is worth noting that specific moral and immoral acts may fit in more than one category, implying that they are right or wrong, virtuous or villainous, in more than one way. For example, helping someone in need could be altruistic, fair, loyal, honest, and respectful of authority. Rape, assault, theft, and cheating on one’s partner could be selfish and mean, unfair, disrespectful, self-indulgent, disloyal, dishonest, and corrupt.


  Universal Moral Norms


  Most of my students were raised in the Western world, so it is possible that the seven forms of conduct that they consider moral are confined to Western cultures. Do people from other cultures consider these forms of conduct virtuous? Do these types of behavior constitute universal moral norms? Two lines of evidence suggest that the answer to this question is yes.


  First, these forms of conduct appear in the lists of virtues and commandments prescribed in the world’s major religions. For example, they can be found among the Seven Heavenly Virtues, the Five Precepts of Buddhism, the five qualities of human character endorsed in Taoism, and the Eight Virtues espoused by Confucius. In addition, most major religions endorse the Golden Rule of fairness. On the other side of this coin, the seven forms of immoral conduct can be found among lists of forbidden behaviors such as The Seven Deadly Sins and the “thou shalt nots” of Christianity. Consider the Ten Commandments for example. Honoring one’s father and mother entails respecting authority. Refraining from murder entails not harming others. Resisting the temptation to commit adultery upholds self-control and loyalty. Refraining from stealing and lying entails honesty. Refraining from coveting your neighbor’s things upholds fairness and unselfishness.


  Second, perhaps more persuasively, anthropologists have found that people from all the cultures they have studied classify some version of the seven forms of conduct listed earlier as moral and immoral.7 Oliver Scott Curry, from the Institute of Cognitive and Evolutionary Anthropology, University of Oxford, with colleagues D. A. Mullins and H. Whitehouse, examined ethnographic descriptions of sixty societies and found that they all contained moral norms upholding these forms of conduct.8 In an influential study, Jonathan Haidt from New York University’s Stem School of Business and his colleague Craig Joseph conducted a thorough review of anthropological research on moral beliefs and extracted five “foundations of intuitive ethics” that correspond quite closely to the categories of moral conduct derived by my students.9 Differences among my list and those derived by others, such as the number of categories they contain, stem primarily from how finely tuned the distinctions are. For example, within the altruism category, some anthropologists distinguish between helping kin and helping other members of one’s group, and within the fairness category, some anthropologists distinguish between returning favors and dividing up disputed resources equitably.


  It is worth noting that people from all cultures also consider certain sexual practices moral and immoral. Most prescribed and prohibited sexual practices can be subsumed in one or more of the seven categories listed earlier. For example, being faithful can be considered loyal, fair, and honest. Chastity can be considered a form of self-control or purity, and bestiality can be considered a form of impurity.


  An important question that arises from cross-cultural research on morality pertains to what the seven forms of conduct have in common that induces people from all cultures to classify them as moral and their opposites as immoral. What about them makes them moral? This question is important because it probes the essential nature of morality. I will consider it in greater depth in the next chapter, but for now let me say that most of the behaviors that people consider moral seem to be unselfish and helpful, and most of the behaviors that people consider immoral seem to be selfish and harmful.


  Cultural Differences in Conceptions of Moral Conduct


  That people from all cultures consider the seven forms of conduct we have been discussing moral and immoral does not mean that there are no cross-cultural differences in conceptions of morality. To begin with, people from different cultures may differ in the importance they attach to each type of moral conduct. For example, whereas my students and other people from Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) societies tend to consider care and justice cardinal virtues, people from non-Western cultures tend to place a higher value on other types of moral conduct.10 For example, people from Orthodox Jewish and Hindu cultures tend to elevate purity and respect for authority (as manifest in dietary restrictions and severe punishments for those who disrespect Prophets), and people from Japanese cultures tend to elevate group solidarity.11 In an interesting study, J. G. Miller from the Department of Psychology at Yale University and his colleague D. M. Bersoff asked a group of American participants and a group of Indian participants whether it would be wrong to steal a train ticket that supplied the only means of attending a friend’s wedding. Most American participants believed it would be wrong, but most Indians believed that their moral obligation to attend the wedding was higher than their moral obligation to refrain from stealing.12 And within cultures, different groups may prioritize the categories of moral conduct in different ways. For example, studies have found that within the United States, liberals tend to rank altruism and fairness higher than other universal moral norms, whereas conservatives are more likely to value all moral norms more equally.13


  In addition, people from different cultures, subcultures, and historical eras may differ quite dramatically in the ways in which they instantiate each of the moral norms. For example, cultures may differ in the specific behaviors they consider altruistic, fair, respectful, honest, loyal, and pure. Although all cultures contain moral norms that regulate sexual behaviors, marital unions, diet, and the right to life, people from different cultures, subcultures, and eras may define these norms in very different ways. For example, homosexuality and sex between first cousins are permitted in some cultures, but considered immoral in others, and ideas about the morality of homosexuality have changed radically in Western societies during the past few decades. Although most cultures consider bestiality an impure abomination, some cultures view it as acceptable. Polygamy is against the law in many cultures, but normative in others. Within North America, some religions condone the practice; others prohibit it. With respect to harming others, cultures vary in norms governing practices such as capital punishment and euthanasia. In some cultures, it is permissible to kill female infants and elders. Different cultures and different groups within cultures also may harbor very different beliefs about the kinds of food it is right and wrong to eat.


  

  Religious Beliefs and Conceptions of Morality


  Many people derive their morals from their religions.14 Children are taught what religious authorities believe is right and wrong, deriving their moral beliefs through social learning. To some extent, the morals people derive from their religions consist in culturally provided explications of the things that they naturally consider moral and immoral. Religious doctrine enables individuals to justify prescribed and prohibited forms of conduct by attributing them to God or other religious authorities. In such a belief system, the essence of morality consists in obeying authority. If you believe that a God has identified which forms of conduct are moral and immoral, you will possess a complete explanation of the source of morality. If you accept Jesus as an authority on morality, then you will believe that it is right to love your neighbor as yourself. If, however, you view Jesus as a man who espoused a set of ideas that resonate with many people, and if you believe humans created the idea that there are Gods who guide humans through scriptures, you need to explain why people would attribute particular ideas to God. If people from different cultures believe in different deities yet attribute similar prescriptions to them, it would suggest that these prescriptions stem from the minds of humans and are projected onto their conceptions of God.15


  Behavior Is Ambiguous


  When we classify a form of conduct as moral, we implicitly make the assumption that it stems from an internal moral source such as a moral belief, a moral emotion, a moral intention, or moral reasoning, and that it is aimed at achieving a moral goal. For example, when we categorize an act as altruistic, we assume that it is guided by the intention of helping another, and when we categorize an act as fair, we assume that the person who emitted it wanted to be fair. Although we often deem certain forms of conduct moral and immoral without thinking much about our attributions—perhaps based on the general assumption that people usually do good things for good reasons—we may modify our judgments in the face of evidence that the seemingly moral act is coming from a bad place and that its author is using it to achieve questionable ends. As one of my professors, Jerome Kagan, was fond of saying, “Behavior is ambiguous.” People engage in all kinds of seemingly moral behaviors for the wrong reasons. Let’s say that you observe someone intervene in an emergency to help rescue a stranger. At first glance, you probably would deem this behavior altruistic and moral. But what if you found out that the “hero” in this case rescued the victim in order to ingratiate to her, to make a good impression, to obtain a reward, or worse yet, to steal her wallet or molest her? In reality shows such as The Bachelorette, contestants frequently can be heard asserting that they are in it “for the right reasons,” while questioning the motives of other contestants. Implicit in such assertions is the assumption that if the contestants are treating the Bachelorette well because they genuinely care for her, as an end in itself, then their behavior is good; however, if they are treating her well as a means to a selfish end, such as winning the contest, their behavior is bad.


  Good intentions are necessary for morality, but are they sufficient? As my mother used to say, “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.” A person who is trying to do the right thing might not understand what is truly right, and therefore might be trying to do something that would be classified as wrong on some objective criterion; or a person who intends to produce a moral result could fall short or fail. In the view of some, in order to qualify as moral, an act must stem from a moral source and achieve a moral result—it must begin in good intentions and end in good consequences. Further, according to some sticklers, in order to evaluate the morality of an act, we must assess not only its immediate consequences for the individuals directly involved but also its long-term and indirect consequences for everyone it affects, such as the extent to which it maximizes the greatest good for the greatest number.


  The Virtuous Animal?


  It is important to recognize that gauging our capacity to engage in specific acts that we consider moral is different from evaluating our status as a moral animal. The former is a question about determinants of behavior, whereas the latter is a question about the character of our species—about human nature. The question that I am asking in this book is less “Are we capable of behaving in moral ways?” and more “How moral are we by nature?” Framed in this way, it is more a question about our capacity to develop internal character traits or virtues that qualify as moral than it is about our capacity to emit behaviors that people classify as moral.


  There is a close correspondence between the seven forms of conduct that people from all cultures consider moral and the list of “core virtues” derived by psychologists who have reviewed the scientific evidence on the classification of character traits. In a book entitled Character Strengths and Virtues, Christopher Peterson and Martin Seligman presented a great deal of evidence in support of the conclusion that temperance (self-control), courage (self-control), transcendence (purity and sanctity), wisdom (including moral knowledge), justice, and humanity (including altruism) constitute core virtues. This way of framing the question helps solve the “behavior is ambiguous” problem. Although people sometimes do the right things for the wrong reasons, our confidence that they are moral will increase if they consistently behave in moral ways.


  Self-Control


  In asking whether we qualify as a moral animal, I do not intend to imply that we do not experience immoral urges. As acknowledged in the previous chapter, clearly, we do. The angels perched on one of our shoulders are often opposed by devils perched on the other. Everyone has experienced conflicts between urges to behave in moral and immoral ways. We feel sexually aroused by inappropriate objects but feel compelled to resist the temptation to succumb to these urges. We feel angry but know that we should stifle our aggressive impulses. We covet others’ possessions but refrain from stealing them. We are tempted to lie but feel some internal pressure to tell the truth. In psychoanalytic terms, we experience conflicts between primitive sexual, aggressive, and selfish urges, which stem from the Id, and the desire to avoid feeling guilty about behaving immorally, which stems from another part of our mind, the Superego. Psychoanalysts attribute the ability to resolve conflicts between the Id and the Superego to a third part of our psyche, called the Ego. As I will discuss in Chapter 10, research by developmental psychologists has supported the commonsense idea that “ego strength,” as manifest in the ability to delay gratification and to exert self-control, normally increases with age.16 Even though we experience immoral urges (the devils that tempt us), we could qualify as a moral animal if we possessed the ability to resist the temptation to indulge our base desires (the better angels of our nature).


  

  A Moral Animal?


  Proponents of the position that we are a moral animal have many weapons in their arsenal of arguments. They could argue that we are chock-full of moral qualities—we possess moral knowledge; we make moral judgments; we experience moral emotions; we behave in ways that people consider moral; and we possess the ability to control our immoral urges. However, those taking an opposing position on this issue could argue that none of these qualities is sufficient to render us moral. With respect to moral knowledge, skeptics could adduce evidence that brain-damaged patients who are able to derive insightful solutions to complex moral dilemmas nonetheless behave in highly immoral ways in their everyday lives, and normal people who understand fully what they ought to do often fail to live up to their moral standards.17 With respect to moral emotions, skeptics could argue that even if moral emotions instill a sense of moral obligation in us, they do not guarantee that we will fulfill our moral obligations and do the right thing. We could feel terribly guilty about wronging someone, but fail to make amends, or we could feel very strongly that we should help someone in need yet fail to step up and offer any assistance because we were too busy, too selfish, or too cowardly. With respect to moral behavior, skeptics could argue that we could do the right thing for the wrong reasons. And with respect to self-control, it could be argued that we exert it only when it helps us advance our interests. Most people would agree that to qualify as moral, it is not enough to think the thoughts, feel the feelings, talk the talk, or even walk the walk. We have to want to do the right thing for the right reasons, and we have to be able to stick to our convictions.


  What Is Morality?


  So what should we conclude? What qualities would an animal need to possess to quality as moral, and do we possess these qualities? What is morality? To answer these questions, we need to agree on a criterion. Unfortunately for those who would like a clear resolution to this issue, people have not, and probably never will, agree on a criterion for morality.18 Philosophers have been debating criteria for morality for centuries. If you are willing to deem an animal moral because it possesses a sense of morality, experiences moral emotions, makes moral judgments, and engages in moral reasoning, then we qualify as moral. We also possess a capacity to control our immoral urges and behave in ways that most people classify as moral, at least some of the time. However, if you set your criterion as never behaving in immoral ways, or always being guided by universal moral principles such as “Treat all people as ends, not means,” we would fall far short of being a moral animal.


  Perhaps the best way to resolve this issue is to view morality and virtue as qualities like intelligence and friendliness. Everyone possesses them to some extent, but no one possesses them fully. In the same way that people are sometimes friendly and sometimes unfriendly, people are sometimes moral and sometimes immoral. When the Harvard political scientist John Q. Wilson considered this issue in his book The Moral Sense, he reached the following limited but hopeful conclusion: “mankind’s moral sense is not a strong beacon light, radiating outward to illuminate in sharp outline all that it touches. It is, rather, a small candle flame, casting vague and multiple shadows, flickering and sputtering in the strong winds of power and passion, greed and ideology. But brought close to the heart and cupped in one’s hands, it dispels the darkness and warms the soul.”19


  Summary


  It is incumbent on those who seek to explain how humans became a moral animal to establish that they have something to explain. I think that we can safely conclude that we have lots to explain. We possess a set of mental mechanisms that generate moral knowledge and moral emotions, that induce us to behave in ways that we classify as moral, and that enable us to control our immoral urges most of the time. Although these mechanisms fall short of making us purely moral or preventing us from behaving in immoral ways all of the time, they endow us with a stronger sense of morality than that displayed by any other animal. The question is, how do we acquire the mental mechanisms that render us moral? I will examine biological answers to this question in the next part of the book, and psychological answers in Part II.


  


  




  


  

  Part I


  The Evolution of Morality


  In this part of the book, I will explain how, on principles of natural selection, it is possible for moral traits to evolve even if they are genetically selfish. I will argue that the key to understanding morality lies in figuring out the biological functions that moral traits evolved to serve. I will review research by game theorists on the evolution of moral strategies and explore ways in which moral judgments and moral behaviors emerge when we engage in strategic interactions in our everyday lives. Finally, I will examine inferences made by anthropologists about how morality originated in the primate species from which we evolved and explain why we need to attend to the effects of culture in order to obtain a full understanding of the evolution of morality.
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  Why We Are Not Selfish by Nature
The Function of Morality


  I was trained as a psychologist, so I am inclined to view things from a psychological point of view. I think everybody is a folk psychologist at heart, so this perspective comes quite naturally to all of us. When it comes to something like explaining morality, our first inclination is to search for the psychological sources of moral judgments and moral behaviors—sources such as social learning, moral reasoning, moral intuitions, and moral emotions, which I will discuss in Part II of this book. However, as mentioned in the Preface, at a critical point in my academic career, I became exposed to a quite different way of looking at things, which caused me to search for the source of morality in a different place. Permit me to recount this transformative experience a bit more extensively here.


  When I was in graduate school, it occurred to me that there was a great deal of research on behaviors such as aggression, but relatively little research on a type of behavior that seemed equally or even more important, altruism. I decided to survey the relevant social science theory and research and write a review of the literature. While I was working on this project, a lecturer from the biology department looked me up, told me that he was writing a paper on the evolution of “reciprocal altruism,” and requested a copy of my paper. We exchanged drafts, talked, and became friends.1 The paper this lecturer was working on ended up making a huge impact on the field of social evolution, and he went on to be characterized as “one of the greatest thinkers in the history of Western thought.”2,3


  Robert Trivers was a weird and wonderful person—a creative genius. He led an unconventional personal life, joining the Black Panther party and getting dismissed from his position at Rutgers University for informing students that he did not have sufficient expertise to teach a course to which he was assigned. Like other evolutionary biologists, he viewed humans as one of many species and invoked the same principles to account for human behavior that he used to account for the behavior of other animals. He asked important questions about altruism that I felt had been neglected by psychologists: “Why do species vary in the extent to which they help one another?” “Do people benefit from helping others, and if not, why do they do it?” “Why are we and other animals more likely to help friends, relatives, and members of our ingroups than we are to help others?”


  Even though the review of the literature on altruism that I published while in graduate school helped launch a new area of study in social psychology,4 I felt disappointed in psychological research on altruism because it failed to address the question that I considered most important, namely are we capable of behaving in truly altruistic ways, or are we fundamentally selfish by nature? If you scratch an altruist, will you make a hypocrite bleed? The psychological research I reviewed examined proximate determinants of what came to be called “prosocial behavior,” defined as behavior that has the immediate effect of benefiting a recipient—whatever the reasons, whatever the consequences for the donor, and whatever the ultimate effect of the helping behavior.5 I have never liked the term “prosocial behavior” because behaviors that produce positive social consequences can stem from many sources, some good, and others bad. In contrast, Trivers addressed a question with immense theoretical significance: Could mental mechanisms evolve that disposed animals to behave in ways that are costly to them and beneficial to recipients, and if so, how?6


  Trivers helped me appreciate the explanatory power of the theory of evolution, which I have come to believe should supply a framework for all psychological theories of morality. Ignoring the impact of evolution entails overlooking the fact that the brain is an evolved organ and assuming that it, or relevant aspects of it, was somehow immune from the effects of natural selection. I suppose that someone could argue that humans possess attributes such as a soul or a sense of morality that originate from nonevolved mechanisms, but I doubt that such arguments could be evaluated scientifically, or if they could, that they would be confirmed. Evolutionary theory offers a basis for answering ultimate why questions and explaining human nature. It encourages us to trace the traits that we possess back to their origins, not in children but in the human species, to explain how the mental mechanisms that induce us to make moral decisions originated, and to figure out how they were designed by natural selection. Although other theories offer accounts of how we acquire moral decision-making mechanisms, evolutionary theory leads us to attend to the biological functions such mechanisms were designed to achieve. If the mental mechanisms that endow people with moral traits were designed by natural selection, then the products should bear the stamp of this process.7


  Why We Are Not Doomed To Be Selfish by Nature


  As mentioned in the opening chapter, the last place that some would look for the source of moral traits is natural selection because it would seem that, on the laws of evolution, all evolved traits must be selfish in nature. We need to dismiss this possibility and establish that moral traits could evolve in order to open the door for an account of how they evolved.


  The logic underlying skeptical evolutionary theorists’ conclusion that moral traits could not evolve goes something like this. Evolution proceeds through three processes: variation, selection, and inheritance of genes. Mutations produce variations in the genes possessed by members of a species that lead to variations in the traits that they possess, which lead to variations in ways in which they behave, which lead to variations in the probability that they will survive, reproduce, and propagate their genes. “Survival of the fittest” competitions among individuals lead to the selection of winning genes, which increase in frequency in the population when they are passed on to future generations (inheritance), determining the nature of the animals that inherit them. Some evolutionary theorists have argued that it is appropriate to characterize the genes, traits, dispositions, and behaviors that enable individuals to win evolutionary competitions as selfish because they induce those who possess them to behave in ways that advance their own biological and genetic interests at the expense of those against whom they are competing. These theorists assert that following this logic, all evolved traits—that is to say, all traits that prevailed in evolutionary competitions—must be selfish in nature. It follows that if traits must be unselfish to qualify as moral, then moral traits could not evolve through natural selection. On this line of thought, no organism could be naturally inclined to behave in unselfish and moral ways without violating the laws of evolution, and those who seek to explain how moral traits could evolve are barking up the wrong tree.


  The problem with this argument is that the word “selfish” is being used in two quite different ways. When evolutionary theorists such as Richard Dawkins characterize genes as selfish, they mean that they dispose animals to behave in ways that serve the genes’ interest, which is to produce copies or replicas of themselves that get transmitted to future generations. Let’s call this type of selfishness genetic selfishness. In The Selfish Gene, Dawkins likens animals, including humans, to robots that are programmed by their selfish genes to behave in ways that advance the interests of their masters, the genes. If we grant Dawkins this assumption, the question becomes what kinds of behaviors, strategies, and traits would best serve the interests of selfish genes? What kinds of strategies and traits would optimize genes’ chances of getting copies of themselves into future generations?


  At first glance, it might seem that the answer to this question is selfish strategies and traits, and if you define selfishness as behaving in ways that maximize your chances of propagating your genes, this answer is true by definition. However, this is not what most people mean by selfishness. If you look up the word selfish in a dictionary, you will find such definitions as: “concerned excessively or exclusively with oneself: seeking or concentrating on one’s own advantage, pleasure, or well-being without regard for others” (Merriam-Webster), and “deficient in consideration for others [and] concerned chiefly with one’s own profit or pleasure” (Oxford Dictionary). Let’s call this type of selfishness psychological selfishness.


  Psychological selfishness is quite different from genetic selfishness. Psychological selfishness is defined in terms of a psychological or motivational state that disposes individuals to pursue the immediate goal of maximizing their advantage, pleasure, or well-being without concern for others, whereas genetic selfishness is defined in terms of the ultimate, long-term goal (or more exactly, effect) of propagating one’s genes. When individuals behave in psychologically selfish ways, they try to increase their profit and pleasure without due regard for others’ welfare. When individuals behave in genetically selfish ways, they attempt to propagate their genes. Whether psychologically selfish behaviors are genetically selfish depends on whether they end up helping individuals succeed in propagating their genes. It is important to recognize that psychologically selfish behaviors could produce genetically harmful results. For example, selfish individuals who are excessively concerned with profit could die from hypertension and fail to reproduce. Individuals who are excessively concerned with pleasure could end up eating, drinking, or doping themselves to death, and those who take advantage of others could get killed in retaliation. On the other side of this coin, there is nothing in evolutionary theory that prevents psychologically altruistic behaviors from advancing our biological and genetic welfare. Selfish genes could induce us to behave in psychologically unselfish ways if it helped them get copies of themselves into future generations.


  This is an important point: there is no necessary inconsistency between being nice and fostering your biological interests—psychological forms of unselfishness could be good for your health. If unselfish and moral traits evolved in our species because they helped our early human ancestors adapt to their (social) environments better than selfish and immoral traits did, there would be no necessary inconsistency between behaving morally and maximizing one’s net biological and genetic gains. A notable implication of this possibility is that those who behave in moral ways could be practicing a biological and genetic form of “enlightened self-interest,” and those who engage in immoral practices could be behaving in biologically stupid and self-defeating ways.


  Several social scientists have pointed out that a great deal of confusion and misunderstanding has been fomented by scholars who have failed to recognize that biologists define selfishness and altruism in different ways from the ways in which psychologists and laypeople define these terms. For example, in response to an assertion by Richard Dawkins that genes that rendered horses susceptible to developing bad teeth and genes that disposed humans to smoke cigarettes would qualify as altruistic if they reduced individuals’ prospects of surviving and reproducing, the social psychologist Daniel Batson from the University of Kansas wrote, “most people interested in the existence of altruism are not thinking about bad teeth in horses or smoking cigarettes; they are thinking about psychological altruism.”8


  So, to summarize, the assumption that all evolved dispositions are selfish is valid only with respect to genetic forms of selfishness in the environments in which they were selected. Because psychologically unselfish traits could be genetically selfish (i.e., because they could increase the biological success of those who inherit them), they could evolve. Although it may be appropriate to characterize all evolved traits as genetically selfish (actually, it isn’t appropriate, as I will explain later, but even if it were), selfish genes could still induce the individuals who possess them to behave in the kinds of psychologically unselfish ways that we consider moral. We do not base our attributions of morality on the genetic consequences of behaviors; we base them on the psychological states of the people emitting the behaviors—what they are trying to achieve. Morality does not pertain to how successful we are at surviving, reproducing, and propagating our genes; it pertains to the strategies we invoke to achieve these goals—to whether we advance our biological and genetic interests by trying to maximize our own profit and pleasure without due consideration for others, or through more psychologically unselfish means. On the one hand, we consider psychologically selfish individuals who try to take more than their share, to give less than their share, and to promote their welfare without due regard for the needs and interests of others immoral even if such behaviors do not pay off genetically. On the other hand, we consider psychologically altruistic individuals who are genuinely motivated to sacrifice their profit and pleasure for the sake of others moral, even if such sacrifices end up incidentally promoting their biological and genetic welfare by, for example, inducing others to like them and to help them in return (which could render the psychologically altruistic behaviors genetically selfish in effect).


  Establishing that psychologically unselfish moral traits could evolve does not, of course, equate to establishing that they have evolved, and if so, how. The main thing we need to do to answer this question is to identify the ways in which moral traits could help animals, especially our early human ancestors, survive, reproduce, and propagate their genes. What biological benefits could moral traits proffer? I will argue that the best answer to this question is “helping individuals reap the benefits of cooperation.”


  The Adaptive Potential in Sociality and Cooperation


  Selfishness and altruism pertain primarily to the ways in which individuals treat those with whom they interact. Members of many species are well-equipped to solve their adaptive problems on their own, so they have little reason to interact with one another. In contrast, members of other species—called “social species”—solve some of their adaptive problems by banding together, joining forces, and helping one another out. For example, wolves and lions increase their chances of killing prey that are too big or too fast for them to bring down by themselves by hunting in groups. Zebras and gazelles reduce their chances of getting killed by predators by banding together in herds, and musk oxen reduce the probability of predation by forming defensive circles. Penguins decrease their chances of freezing to death in the Antarctic by bundling together to keep warm. Beavers conserve energy by constructing communal shelters. Primates decrease their chances of being infected by parasites by grooming one another. Members of several species issue alarm calls when predators approach their groups. Ants, bees, and termites collaborate in the building of hives and nests, spend virtually all of their time supporting others, and willingly sacrifice their lives to defend their colonies. And on it goes. Even among relatively solitary mammals such as tigers and orangutans, males and females must coordinate their efforts to produce offspring.


  We are a profoundly social species. It is safe to assume that our early human ancestors were poorly equipped to survive on their own and therefore needed assistance from others. A solitary human with small teeth, fingernail claws, devoid of fur to keep warm, and relatively slow afoot would not have lasted long in early environments, just as modern humans would not last long by themselves in the wild today. It seems plausible that early humans who inherited genes that inclined them to join forces with others to defend themselves, to kill large game, to share the food they gathered in times of scarcity, to collaborate in the construction of shelters, to help one another when they were in need, to trade goods and services, and to coordinate their efforts to mate and rear offspring would have fared better than early humans who inherited genes that inclined them to behave in more selfish ways.9


  It is difficult to overstate the adaptive potential in cooperation. Take a moment to imagine what it would be like if everyone were disposed to cooperate with everyone else unconditionally, regardless of race, creed, color, or position. What a spectacular utopia it would engender! If we all did our share, we would produce significantly more resources than we currently produce, and if we all took our share, we would not have to waste energy competing with one another. Social relations would be harmonious. If no one were disposed to cheat, we wouldn’t have to waste resources on crime prevention and the punishment of criminals. We wouldn’t have to worry about defending ourselves from our enemies or going to war. We could invest all the time and money we spend on institutions created to catch and punish cheaters to enhance the quality of life for everyone. We wouldn’t need police, courts, jails, lawyers, judges, juries, weapons, home security devices, locks, lie detectors, or armies. Everyone would benefit. There is no question that we are able to engage in some forms of cooperation, but in view of the tremendous adaptive potential in cooperation, why aren’t we more cooperative? What is wrong with us?


  Obstacles to the Evolution of Cooperation


  In the opening pages of his classic book, A Theory of Justice, the Harvard philosopher John Rawls points us toward an answer:


  
Although a society is a cooperative venture for mutual advantage, it is typically marked by a conflict as well as by an identity of interests. There is an identity of interests since social cooperation makes possible a better life for all than any would have if each were to live solely by his own efforts. There is a conflict of interests since persons are not indifferent as to how the greater benefits produced by their collaboration are distributed, for in order to pursue their ends they each prefer a larger to a lesser share.10




  The reason that unconditionally cooperative strategies have not evolved in our species is because these strategies are vulnerable to exploitation by selfish strategies that incline individuals to do less than their share and to take more: Good guys who behave in unconditionally cooperative ways open themselves up to being cheated by bad guys who are willing to take advantage of them.


  The biological benefits of strategies inducing individuals to behave in cooperative ways hinge on them interacting with other individuals who invoke cooperative strategies, producing win-win outcomes. The problem is, within populations of individuals inheriting genes that incline them to behave in cooperative ways, some individuals inevitably would inherit genes that incline them to behave in more selfish ways, and unfortunately, unless counteracted in some manner, the selfish individuals would come out ahead. The bad guys would take what the good guys were willing to offer without suffering the costs of giving in return, and the good guys would suffer the costs of giving to the bad guys without reaping the benefits of receiving in return. In the currency of evolution, the selfish individuals would be more likely than the cooperative individuals to survive and to propagate selfish offspring like themselves, who would be more likely to propagate additional selfish offspring, and so on, causing an exponential explosion of selfish individuals in the population. It follows that strategies that induce individuals to behave in unconditionally cooperative ways are doomed to extinction in groups containing individuals who are willing and able to exploit cooperative individuals by behaving in selfish ways. The only population in which unconditionally cooperative strategies could evolve would be one in which there were no genetic conflicts of interest among members, such as in a population of clones. Some social insects come close to meeting this condition.


  

  Self-Defeating Selfishness


  In view of the superiority of selfish strategies in competitions against unconditionally cooperative strategies, it might seem that selfish strategies would win all evolutionary contests, rendering all species selfish by nature, as skeptical evolutionary theorists such as George Williams and Richard Dawkins have implied. Fortunately, however, this is not the case. Even though strategies that induce individuals to behave in selfish ways have evolved in many species, including our own, these strategies fare poorly when two or more selfish strategists interact with one another because they lead to nonproductive stalemates, or “me-me” impasses. If neither party is willing to help the other or to put forth enough effort to generate a benefit that it takes two or more individuals to produce, then neither will have anything to gain. In addition, unconditional selfishness would diminish the welfare of those who adopted this strategy if it jeopardized the welfare of those on whom they were dependent. Members of groups formed by social species are resources that it is in their interest to preserve and cultivate. Helping those on whom your welfare is dependent is like cultivating gardens, orchards, and domesticated animals that you can use to advance your interests down the line. Investing in your group is like investing in public goods such as the common grazing land described by Garrett Hardin in The Tragedy of the Commons. Failing to support those on whom you are dependent is like letting your resources go to waste. As expressed by Frans de Waal and Rebecca Flack:


  

    Inasmuch as every member [of a group] benefits from a unified, cooperative group, one expects them to care about the society they live in, and to make an effort to improve and strengthen it similar to the way the spider repairs her web, and the beaver maintains the integrity of his dam. Each and every individual has a stake in the quality of the social environment on which its survival depends. In trying to improve this quality for their own purposes, they help many of their group mates at the same time.11


  


  Ironically, selfish strategies also can do themselves in by winning evolutionary contests against cooperative strategies. The social psychologist Roger Brown explains how this could occur by imagining a group of cooperative Christian birds that are dependent for their survival on being groomed by other Christian birds. Brown considers the ultimate effect of a mutant cheater who reaps the benefits of being groomed without suffering the costs of grooming others in return. Early in the evolutionary process, the selfish cheaters would fare better than the cooperative members of their groups, propagating offspring who inherited their cheating ways, and so on, until eventually the selfish cheaters would replace all of the Christian cooperators. The problem is, this would usher in a tragically self-defeating consequence for the selfish cheaters, because as expressed by Roger Brown, “once grooming birds had become extinct, so eventually would cheaters; one imagines a pathetic final act in which all birds on the stage present to one another heads that none will groom.”12


  The evolution of unconditionally selfish strategies would be an unmitigated disaster in the human species. If everyone behaved selfishly, no one would help anyone, and everyone would lose the benefits of cooperation. Everyone would try to cheat everyone else. People would indulge themselves at the expense of others, betraying their friends and refusing to defend their groups. No one would trust anyone. Everyone would lie, cheat, steal, and make pigs of themselves. Anarchy and chaos would prevail.


  What a conundrum! We would expect members of social species who inherited genes that disposed them to adopt cooperative strategies to fare better than individuals who inherited genes that disposed them to adopt selfish strategies as long as the good guys interacted with other good guys. In addition, we would expect cooperative groups to prevail in competitions against selfish groups—a phenomenon that some theorists believe played an important role in the evolution of morality.13 However, within mixed groups, we would expect selfish strategists who exploit cooperative strategists to come out ahead, but only temporarily. If selfish strategists ran cooperative strategists into the ground, they would destroy the resources they needed to advance their welfare, leaving them with no choice but to go it alone or to suffer the costs of interacting with other selfish strategists. Scholars who argue that all species are evolved to be selfish are overlooking the lethal limitations of selfish strategies in social species containing members who are dependent on one another for their welfare. How can we get out of this fix?


  Resolving the Conundrum of Cooperation: The Evolution of Conditional Strategies


  To resolve the conundrum of cooperation, we need to identify strategies that enable cooperative individuals to reap the benefits of cooperation while preventing cheaters from exploiting them. As I will discuss in more detail later (especially in the chapter on the evolution of altruism), evolutionary theorists have identified six ways in which conditionally cooperative strategies could evolve. In all cases, the question to keep in mind is how these strategies help individuals propagate the genes that code for these strategies. To begin with, as explained by Robert Trivers in his article on reciprocal altruism, cooperative strategies such as Tit for Tat can evolve when they induce individuals to cooperate with those who cooperate with them, producing return benefits, while behaving selfishly toward those who treat them selfishly (direct reciprocity). Second, cooperative strategies can evolve when they produce return benefits indirectly, by increasing the probability of being selected by cooperative observers as exchange partners (indirect reciprocity). Third, cooperative strategies can evolve when individuals suffer the survival costs of helping others in order to increase their chances of propagating their genes by mating (sexual selection). Fourth, cooperative strategies can evolve when they increase the biological success of kin who share copies of cooperators’ genes (kin selection). Fifth, cooperative strategies can evolve when they increase the biological welfare of groups that contain members who share copies of cooperators’ genes (group selection), and finally, cooperative strategies can evolve through cultural evolution. In all cases, certain conditions must be met in order for the cooperative strategies to be successful, and the immediate costs that individuals suffer from helping others must pay off genetically in the end.


  Cooperation and Morality


  Explaining how cooperative strategies can evolve takes us a long way toward accounting for the evolution of morality because we consider cooperative strategies and the mental mechanisms that dispose us to invoke them moral in nature. The biological function of most, if not all, traits that we deem moral is to help individuals resolve their conflicts of interest in ways that enable them to reap the benefits of cooperation. As expressed by the evolutionary anthropologist Oliver Scott Curry, “morality turns out to be a collection of biological and cultural solutions to the problems of cooperation and conflict recurrent in human social life. . . . It is precisely . . . these solutions to problems of cooperation, this collection of instincts, intuitions, ideas, and institutions that constitute human morality.14 Put another way, the function of morality is to discourage individuals from invoking selfish strategies.


  The idea that the essence of morality lies in rules, norms, judgments, and behaviors that uphold cooperative social orders is not new or unique to evolutionary theory. Oliver Scott Curry identified fifteen scholars from a variety of fields who have advanced it.15 For example, the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt asserted that “moral systems are interlocking sets of values, practices, institutions, and evolved psychological mechanisms that work together to suppress or regulate selfishness and make social life possible. . . . Cultures have found many ways to build on the broad potential of the human mind to suppress selfishness and form cooperative communities.”16 According to the late cognitive-developmental psychologist James Rest, morality pertains to “individuals reciprocating with other individuals according to rules that balance the benefits and burdens of cooperation.” Rest characterizes stages of moral development as a “progressive understanding of the various possibilities of cooperative relationships.” In Rest’s view, the principles of morality advanced by moral philosophers consist of “standards or guidelines that govern human cooperation—in particular how rights, duties, and benefits are to be allocated.” “Given that people live together and that their activities affect each other, morality provides guidelines and rationales for how each person’s activities should affect the others’ welfare. . . . Moralities are proposals for a system of mutual coordination of activities and cooperation among people.”17 The Golden Rule, the principles that define the highest stages of moral development, and the cardinal principles of morality derived by moral philosophers prescribe ideal cooperative strategies.


  Viewed from an evolutionary perspective, moral knowledge and moral intuitions constitute thoughts and feelings about what people who band together and join forces to solve their adaptive problems owe one another—what they have an obligation to contribute to others (their duties)—and what they have a right to expect in return. Ideas about right and wrong, good and bad, virtues and vices equate to ideas about practices and traits that uphold and jeopardize the social relations and cooperative social orders of groups on which people are dependent for their welfare. The foundation of moral knowledge lies in the proposition that we are obliged to help those who help us, to treat others in the way we would want to be treated, to do our fair share to promote the common good, and to uphold the moral norms of our groups, which entails resisting the temptation to exploit others and abuse the systems of cooperation from which we benefit.


  The quality that the traits that we consider moral have in common is that they motivate us to behave in cooperative ways. Temperance, delay of gratification, and other aspects of self-control induce us to constrain our urges to harm others, to take more than our share, and to freeload. Disgust induces us to safeguard our groups by guarding against contamination and corruption. The combination of fear and awe that fuels respect for authority induces us to obey the rules and norms that uphold cooperative social orders. Emotions that uphold justice induce us to give and to take our fair share, to do our duty, and to prevent cheaters from prospering. Shame and guilt induce us to regret behaving in uncooperative ways and motivate us to make amends. Righteous indignation induces us to punish cheaters and free riders. Feelings of forgiveness dispose us to re-establish damaged cooperative relations with those who have cheated us or mistakenly mistreated us. Honesty induces us to honor our social contracts by reciprocating, keeping our word, and so on. Care-based emotions such as love, sympathy, and empathy and “tribal instincts” such as feelings of solidarity dispose us to help those on whom our welfare is dependent. Feelings of pride make us feel good when we behave in cooperative ways.


  The kinds of problems or dilemmas that we categorize as moral are precipitated primarily by conflicts of interest that threaten cooperative relations. As expressed by the late great evolutionary biologist Richard Alexander, “if there were not conflicts of interest among people and societies it is difficult to see how concepts of right and wrong, ethics and morality, and selfishness and altruism could ever have arisen.”18 Alexander goes on to argue that to understand conflicts of interest fully, we must trace them back to their biological core: “The interests of every individual human (i.e., the directions of its striving) are expected to be toward ensuring the indefinite survival of its genes and their copies, whether these are resident in the individual, its descendants, or its collateral relatives.”19


  I think that we can conclude with a fair degree of assurance that the feature that the vast majority of phenomena that we classify as moral have in common is that they pertain to cooperation. We consider the behaviors, judgments, and emotions that uphold systems of cooperation moral in nature. Although some scholars have argued that some aspects of morality, such as those that pertain to purity, sexual practices, and dietary prohibitions, are not aimed at upholding systems of cooperation, I believe that, at least, they stem from mental mechanisms that were designed to enable individuals to reap the benefits of social living.20


  

  Summary


  The contention that on the laws of evolution all evolved traits must be selfish pertains only to the goal of propagating genes, which does not correspond to the kind of selfishness that we consider immoral. Moral traits can evolve, but to figure out how they evolved, we must figure out how they helped our early human ancestors foster their biological and genetic interests. I argue that the central function of moral traits is to help members of groups reap the benefits of cooperation, which necessitates resolving their conflicts of interest in mutually beneficial ways. There is a great deal of adaptive potential in cooperation: Individuals who work together to solve their adaptive problems can end up much better off than those who behave selfishly or go it alone. However, unconditionally cooperative strategies face a daunting obstacle in evolutionary contests because they are vulnerable to exploitation by selfish cheaters. Although selfish strategies fare well against unconditionally cooperative strategies, they do not fare well against other selfish strategies. Evolutionary theorists have found that several conditionally cooperative strategies can defeat selfish strategies in evolutionary contests and evolve. The feature that most of the traits that we consider moral have in common is that they help us resolve our conflicts of interest in ways that enable us to reap the genetic benefits of cooperation.


  


  




  


  

  4


  The Evolution of Complex Moral Strategies and Maladaptive Mistakes


  Evolutionary game theorists have created computer-based simulations of social evolution in which they have pitted a variety of selfish and cooperative social strategies against one another to determine which ones could evolve. In these contests, points equate to replicas, or genetic clones, of winning strategies. The better each strategy does against the other strategies against which it competes, the more copies of itself it contributes to future generations and the more copies of defeated strategies it knocks out of the population.


  Unconditional selfishness—“always behave selfishly”—is a powerful social strategy. It operates on the rule “never give anything to anyone and always take whatever you are able to get.” I suspect that it is the original strategy. It doesn’t require much brainpower. It is uncomplicated, and it is a daunting foe in social games. One on one, it cannot be beaten in single exchanges—the best that other strategies can do is tie it. Pitted against cooperative strategies, unconditional selfishness always wins the initial exchange. For these reasons, some theorists assumed that purely selfish strategies could not be defeated by any other strategy (and therefore that all animals must be selfish by nature). However, this changed when evolutionary game theorists found that a simple conditionally cooperative strategy, Tit for Tat, could defeat more selfish strategies and evolve in repeated games under certain conditions.


  Tit for Tat


  Tit for Tat contains the decision rule “on the initial exchange with other players, make a cooperative move, and then on the following exchanges, treat them the way they treated you. If your partner is nice to you, be nice back, but if your partner treats you selfishly, treat him or her selfishly in return.” Tit for Tat can be considered a somewhat moral strategy because it induces individuals to behave altruistically on the first exchange and fairly (quid pro quo) on subsequent exchanges. However, Tit for Tat would not be considered a highly moral strategy by people who believe it is right to forgive those who trespass against them, because Tit for Tat induces people to behave selfishly toward (get even with) those who treat them selfishly. Although the Tit for Tat strategy renders individuals vulnerable to being suckered on the first exchange (which causes it to lose to selfish strategies one on one), it induces players to cut their losses quickly against unrepentant selfish strategists who exploit them, while reaping the benefits of cooperative exchanges with other cooperative players.


  In a classic computer-based simulation of the evolution of social strategies, conducted by Robert Axelrod and his colleagues at the University of Michigan’s Institute of Public Policy Studies in collaboration with the late William Hamilton, from Oxford University, Tit for Tat came out on top, defeating a bunch of other strategies submitted by a bevy of game theorists, including a purely selfish strategy called “All D” (always defect). This outcome excited many evolutionary theorists because it demonstrated that at least one cooperative strategy could defeat purely selfish strategies and evolve, and this implied that we could inherit a capacity to behave in cooperative ways.


  At first, it seemed that Tit for Tat would reign supreme over all other strategies. However, follow-up studies revealed that this was not the case. As you might expect, Tit for Tat did well in populations replete with cooperative strategies; however, it did poorly in populations replete with selfish strategies. In addition to being vulnerable to exploitation on the first exchange, the Tit for Tat strategy was susceptible to getting locked into mutually defeating selfish-selfish exchanges. Let’s say, for example, that two Tit for Tat strategists are happily enjoying the benefits of cooperative exchanges, but one of them makes a mistake or behaves selfishly in a moment of weakness. Obeying the Tit for Tat decision rule, the other player returns selfishness with selfishness, which induces the first player to behave selfishly, giving rise to an endless string of self-defeating exchanges—a blood feud. Game theorists came to discover that cooperative strategies that enabled players to break out of such self-defeating exchanges without opening themselves up to ongoing exploitation—strategies such as “Generous Tit for Tat” and “Tit for Two Tats”—could defeat Tit for Tat. A hopeful aspect of these findings is that the strategies that defeated Tit for Tat were “nicer” than Tit for Tat—that is to say, they were more forgiving, and they induced players to make more altruistic and cooperative choices.


  

  Complex Social Strategies


  Even though evolutionary game theorists have offered compelling models of how conditionally cooperative strategies could evolve, these models fall far short of capturing the complexity of the evolution of moral strategies in humans and other animals. As expressed by Robert Trivers, the finding by game theorists that Tit for Tat could defeat selfish strategies “spread like wildfire through the literature,” and “it soon seemed that theorists and empiricists alike were forgetting that [evolutionary games] amount to a highly artificial model of social interactions; each successive interaction simultaneous, costs and benefits never varying, options limited to only two moves, no errors, no escalated punishment, no population variability within traits, and so on.”1 Evolutionary game theorists program each “player” with only one strategy. “Players” do not have brains or bodies or anything except a programmed set of decision rules. These theorists assume that all strategies are genetically determined or hard-wired, and that winning strategies produce exact clones or copies of themselves in an asexual manner in accordance with a specified payoff matrix. The strategies programmed into computers by game theorists consist of rigid decision rules that operate with mathematical precision in precisely the same manner on every move. The problem is, we do not behave in such strictly determined ways in the real world, and the process of natural selection does not operate in such a rigid manner. We invoke a wide array of strategies in our everyday lives. Some of them are similar to those programmed by game theorists inasmuch as they seem to be hard-wired and operate in relatively automatic ways (consider, for example, impulsive helping, discussed in Chapter 16). However, most strategies are shaped by experience, adapted to the strategies invoked by others, regulated by many conditional and situational factors, and mediated by a variety of mental processes. The complexity of the strategies we invoke in the real world is implicit in the following statement by Hillard Kaplan, Michael Gurven, and Jane Lancaster from the University of New Mexico, and it is only the tip of the iceberg:


  

    Natural selection has shaped our psychology to possess the following traits: (1) perceptual sensitivity to potential gains from cooperation; (2) motivation to take advantage of those gains; (3) perceptual sensitivity to opportunities for free-riding; (4) motivation to avoid being free-ridden; (5) motivation to take advantage of opportunities for free-riding; (6) perceptual sensitivity to the short- and long-term personal costs and benefits of social norms regarding cooperative behavior (from the perspective of both self and others); (7) motivation to negotiate social norms, so that personal benefits from cooperation and free-riding are maximized; and (8) motivation to obey and enforce social norms, so that punishment is avoided and those who disobey norms or fail to enforce them are punished.2


  


  The evolution of language, reason, perspective taking, and social learning would have enabled early humans to refine and expand their social strategies. In addition to expanding our ability to manage our impressions and to pass judgment on others, these advanced abilities would have enabled our ancient ancestors to make promises, threats, and other commitments, to persuade others to behave in moral ways, to coordinate their efforts to solve adaptive problems, to negotiate, to make deals, to find common ground, and to resolve their conflicts of interest in mutually beneficial ways.3 Note how far these abilities take us from fixed, hard-wired strategies. Abilities such as social learning, reason, and language may well have evolved to solve adaptive problems other than maximizing gains from social exchanges, but once acquired, they may have been adapted (or as evolutionary theorists say, “exapted”) for this purpose.


  One way of appreciating the importance of higher order cognitive and linguistic abilities in the construction and implementation of moral strategies is to compare the kinds of strategic interactions modeled in computer games to real-life strategic interactions mediated by verbal exchanges. Consider, for example, the difference between implementing an automatic Tit for Tat strategy and engaging in a more nuanced strategic negotiation. “Hey, look; we can both come out ahead by cooperating. If I help you, will you promise to help me back? Okay, but let me warn you, if you fail to keep your word, I will never help you again. Actually, I won’t even talk to you again; it will be over between us, and I’ll warn everyone I know that they cannot trust you. Think about it; we will both come out ahead if we cooperate, but we both will lose if we behave selfishly. Fool me once. . . . If you betray me, you’ll be sorry.”


  Differences Among People


  A spate of psychological research suggests that although all people are born with the capacity to invoke a host of strategies, different people end up with preferences for different strategies. Some people favor strategies that induce them to behave in cooperative and moral ways; other people favor strategies that induce them to behave in selfish and immoral ways. Such preferences may be mediated by individual differences in intuitions, emotions, rational thought, self-control, and social learning. Our preferences for strategies help define our personality and character, rendering some of us more moral than others. Although our preferences are influenced by our genes, they also may be influenced by nongenetic factors such as our stage of development, early experiences, social influences, and the norms of our societies and social groups. When we are young, we tend to favor simpler, more selfish, and more immediately gratifying strategies than we do when we are older. Children who grow up in supportive environments tend to prefer different strategies from those who grow up in abusive environments. We are inclined to copy the strategies that we see working for others, which tend to be supported by social norms. We tend to favor more instrumental strategies when we are involved in certain activities, such as competitive business transactions, than those we favor when we are involved in other activities, such as team-building exercises. There are significant differences between the cooperative strategies invoked by people from different cultures.4


  Situational Triggers


  As we go about our business, we create or encounter situations that affect our inclination to invoke one strategy or another. Characteristics of situations help define the “if” conditions in strategies that regulate “then” responses. Factors that help us predict the costs and benefits of available strategies are particularly important—factors such as the value of the resources that can be accrued by behaving in moral and immoral ways, the likelihood that recipients will repay favors, the probability of encountering a beneficiary or victim in the future, the probability of getting caught and punished for cheating, the severity of potential punishments, anticipated effects on our reputation, the amount of power possessed by potential recipients, and so on.


  The Evolution of Genetically Costly Moral Behaviors


  I have presented evidence that cooperative strategies that we consider moral can help us propagate our genes more effectively than selfish strategies that we consider immoral. In addition, moral behaviors could result from the evolution of maladaptive genetically costly mistakes. This issue is important in analyses of the evolution of morality for two reasons—because it qualifies the “adaptationist” assumption that all evolved traits are beneficial, and because many people implicitly assume that to qualify as purely moral, a behavior (e.g., altruism, heroism) must be costly.


  Maladaptive Mistakes


  We are far from perfectly designed organisms. We were patched together by new mutations that altered older adaptations in a jury-rigged sort of way. The genes that we inherit do a reasonable job of rendering us fit to survive, reproduce, and propagate out genes, but we also inherit a lot of junk DNA, and virtually all the strategies that we inherit are simply the best that natural selection could do with the randomly occurring mutations with which it had to work. Virtually all of the strategies we invoke are susceptible to maladaptive “mistakes” that induce us to make some choices that decrease our chances of surviving, reproducing, and propagating our genes. Evolved strategies are simply those with the most favorable cost-benefit ratios. As expressed by the evolutionary psychologist David Buss, all organisms end up with a set of evolved mechanisms that are “reasonably good at solving adaptive problems efficiently but are not designed as optimally as they might be.”5 Some of the moral behaviors that we emit may constitute genetically costly mistakes permitted by imperfectly designed strategies. Although these strategies evolved because they advanced early humans’ genetic interests better than the strategies against which they competed, they nonetheless rendered early humans susceptible to making maladaptive choices on some occasions. Consider games such as poker or chess as analogies. No matter how good the strategies invoked by the best players are, they will not enable them to win all of the time.


  Getting Manipulated


  An important implication of the recognition that evolved moral strategies may be designed in imperfect ways is that they render us susceptible to manipulation by others. Inasmuch as it is in others’ interest to induce us to behave in moral ways that advance their interests at our expense, they should be disposed to prey on the imperfections in our evolved strategies. Like cuckoo birds that trick other birds into sitting on their eggs, and like big fish that dangle worm-like enticements in front of smaller fish, we would expect people to attempt to manipulate one another into treating them in moral ways by invoking tactics such as acting like they will be there for them in the future, persuading them that morality will pay off, and so on. I will discuss the role played by strategic social interactions in the evolution of morality in the next chapter.


  Maladaptive Strategies


  In addition to moral behaviors that constitute costly mistakes allowed by imperfect strategies, moral strategies that evolved because they were genetically beneficial in the environments in which they were selected may become genetically costly when environments change. In a book entitled Mean Genes, the UCLA biologists Terry Burnham and Jay Phelan argue that many of the problems faced by people in the modern world stem from inherited strategies that induce them to behave in ways that were adaptive in the early environments in which the strategies evolved but are maladaptive in contemporary environments. Consider physically aggressive strategies, for example. Although such strategies may have paid off well for alpha males in groups of early humans, they tend to be costly in today’s world. In a similar vein, although the strategy of favoring our friends and relatives may have paid off in ancient environments, it may prove costly in modern environments in which it is against the law. More generally, strategies that evolved because they upheld the moral norms of earlier societies may be maladaptive in later societies with different moral norms. The overriding principle implicit in these assertions is that the adaptive benefits of strategies depend on the environments (i.e., conditions) in which they are enacted. Cooperative strategies such as Tit for Tat that pay off in social environments replete with other cooperative strategies may become costly when, for example, Tit for Tat strategists move into selfish neighborhoods or when selfish strategists move into their space. Anachronistic strategies are significant in the evolution of morality because they can induce modern humans to behave in genetically altruistic ways—that is to say, in ways that advance the biological and genetic welfare of others at a cost to their own biological and genetic welfare.


  

  Implications of the Evolution of Social Strategies for Human Nature


  An important implication of this biological account of the evolution of morality is that it leads to the expectation that we inherit natural inclinations, or strategies, that induce us to behave morally in some conditions and immorally in other conditions because each alternative paid off in comparable conditions in early human environments. (I’m reminded of the “love” and “hate” tattoos on the fingers of the left and right hands of Max Cady, played by Robert Mitchum in Cape Fear. Sometimes it is better to swing with your left; sometimes it is better to extend your right.) We (and other animals) are evolved to be sensitive to the factors that affect the costs and benefits of the behavioral choices we make, which is why the strategies we invoke are conditional.


  This account of morality is consistent with a “what you see is what you get” portrait of human nature: We can be either good or bad, depending on the circumstances. We possess a mixed bag of tricks, and we experience ongoing tensions, or internal conflicts, between taking the high road and taking the low road (i.e., between invoking moral and immoral strategies). The low selfish road often leads to immediate and relatively certain short-term benefits, whereas the high moral road often leads to more valuable but uncertain long-term benefits. Life is a gamble. We often feel torn between moral and immoral strategies, unconsciously sizing up the situations we face and making our best bests. For better and for worse, evolutionary theory implies that we are genetically, biologically, and psychologically disposed to invoke decision-making strategies that fostered early humans’ long-term genetic interests.


  This biological account of morality will not appeal to everyone. Some will argue that it does not really advance our knowledge of morality because it is obvious that people are both good and bad, and it is obvious that the ways in which people behave depend on the situations they create or encounter. Others will object to this account because, they will argue, it implies that moral traits are self-serving, which they will view as oxymoronic. Still others will argue that this account implies that moral behavior is genetically determined, which renders us victims of our evolved dispositions.


  In response to the first objection, I would say that evolutionary theory offers a different explanation from those offered by other theories for why we behave in both moral and immoral ways, and therefore a different basis for understanding and predicting these variations in behavior. Evolutionary theorists account for such variations in terms of the adaptive success of the social strategies invoked by early humans under the conditions that activate them, rather than, or more exactly in addition to, factors such as variations in social learning experiences and the sophistication of moral reasoning.


  In response to the second objection—that self-serving traits cannot be moral—I would reiterate that there is no necessary inconsistency between behaving morally and advancing one’s interests in optimal ways, because cooperative moral choices can pay off better than selfish immoral choices do—materially, psychologically, biologically, and genetically. In addition, I would reiterate that although the strategies that produce moral decisions are biased in ways that fostered the genetic interests of early humans, they do not necessarily induce us to make selfish and immoral choices in modern environments. Indeed, modern humans intentionally create environments that reward cooperative and moral behaviors and punish selfish and immoral behaviors.


  To many, the biggest question raised by biological accounts of morality pertains to the extent to which modern humans are bound by their evolved strategies and dispositions. If we are naturally inclined to behave in moral ways, fine; but if the conditions in which we find ourselves dispose us to behave in immoral ways, can we override our natural inclinations? All of us have faced decisions between behaving in moral ways that we believed would be costly to us or in immoral ways that we believed would advance our personal interests. We find a wallet bursting with bills. No one will ever know if we keep the money, but it seems wrong. Our country goes to war. We know that we can escape the draft but feel obliged to do our duty. A friend is committed to a long-term care facility. We know we should visit her frequently, but the experience is distressful. We pass a person lying on the street. It would be easy to walk by, but we feel that we should help. Although most of us may be disinclined to make moral choices when the costs are high, some of us are capable of making costly decisions that uphold our moral principles. Indeed, some people stick to their guns even when it entails sacrificing their lives.


  As implied earlier, evolutionary theorists can account for costly moral decisions in several ways. First, they can view them as products of strategies that are costly in the short run but pay off genetically in the long run, or at least that paid off genetically in the early environments in which they evolved. Second, they can attribute them to strategies that usually pay off on balance, such as “present yourself as a moral person,” “conform to the norms of your society,” and “stick to your principles.” Third, they can view them as products of failed risk-taking strategies and strategic mistakes that induce people to misread conditional cues and miscalculate long-term costs and benefits. For example, suicide bombers and other martyrs may believe that sacrificing their lives for the sake of their groups will earn them access to seventy-two virgins and a place in paradise. And finally, as I will discuss more extensively in the next chapter, evolutionary theorists can account for costly moral decisions by attributing them to social manipulation.


  Summary


  Evolutionary game theorists have found that certain conditionally cooperative strategies can defeat selfish strategies in simulations of social evolution. Although this research demonstrates how cooperative strategies could evolve, the models created by evolutionary game theorists fail to capture the complexity of strategic interactions in our everyday lives. Blessed with higher order cognitive abilities, we are able to avail ourselves of an array of complex strategies that we can tailor to strategies invoked by others during the give and take of social exchanges. An evolutionary account of morality implies that we are naturally inclined to behave morally under some conditions, but that we also are naturally inclined to behave immorally under other conditions. Although we may inherit genes that incline us to invoke different strategies from those who inherit different genes, the strategies that we end up invoking are affected by a wide array of developmental, environmental, and cultural factors. We tend to behave differently in different times and places because the conditions that activate moral and immoral strategies tend to vary across situations.


  The laws of evolution do not imply that all evolved strategies are adaptive in modern environments. No strategy is perfect, and changes in environments can render previously adaptive strategies maladaptive. One of the ways in which we manipulate others during strategic interactions is to play on imperfections in their strategies, triggering reactions that advance our interests at their expense.


  Although it might seem obvious that we are both good and bad by nature, a biological account of morality offers a different explanation for this duality from the explanations advanced by nonevolutionary social scientists. Evolutionary accounts of morality are not genetically deterministic in any strong sense; they recognize the significance of environmental factors in the development and activation of evolved strategies. In the next chapter, I will explain how the dynamics of strategic interactions among people competing against one another in everyday life induce them to behave in moral ways, and in ensuing chapters, I will explain how biological and cultural forces have interacted to produce the dramatic changes in moral norms that have occurred over the past several thousand years.


  


  




  


  

  5


  The Emergence of Morality Through Strategic Interaction


  In the previous chapter, I described how mental mechanisms that dispose us to adopt moral and immoral social strategies evolved in our species, and how these strategies are activated by certain stimuli, cues, and experiences. Among the stimuli that induce us to behave in good or bad ways, those that are generated by other people are probably the most important. To advance our interests, we select promising exchange partners and attempt to induce them to adopt strategies that maximize our ultimate benefits while ourselves adopting strategies that minimize our ultimate costs. Strategic social interactions are like games in which we invoke offensive tactics to score biologically beneficial points and defensive tactics to prevent others from getting ahead at our expense.


  The research scientist Denise Cummins has concluded that in primate societies, “selection favours those who have social and political intelligence.”1 Members of groups who possess the kind of social cognitive abilities that enable them to fare well in strategic interactions are more likely than those who do not to survive, reproduce, and propagate their genes. The Oxford anthropologist and evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar and others have argued that a primary determinant of the evolution of the human brain was arms races among mental mechanisms that endowed early humans with increasingly sophisticated forms of “Machiavellian intelligence” that enabled them to outplay others in strategic interactions.2


  Morality can emerge from strategic social interactions in at least six ways. First, others may make it in our vested interest to make moral choices by rewarding us when we behave in moral ways and punishing us when we behave in immoral ways. On a large scale, we attempt to structure our societies to achieve this effect. Second, morality may emerge during the process of moral argumentation when we negotiate fair resolutions to conflicts of interest. Third, others may manipulate us into behaving morally by outplaying us in social games. Fourth, we may behave morally in order to induce others to select us as exchange partners and to treat us right. Fifth, we may persuade ourselves that it is right to behave in moral ways in the process of attempting to persuade others. Finally, morality may emerge when we take the perspective of others in order to predict their moves in social games. Let us consider each of these sources of morality in turn.


  The Emergence of Morality Through Social Sanctions


  One of the most powerful principles that guide our social interactions is the principle of reinforcement, or the law of effect, which I will discuss more fully in the next chapter. Without any training in psychology, others control our behavior by rewarding us when we treat them right and punishing us when we wrong them, making it in our vested interest to behave in moral ways. This principle is built into strategies such as Tit for Tat. We know that when we succumb to the temptation to mistreat others, we risk provoking them to get even.


  Early in our evolutionary history, before we acquired the capacity for language, we probably used tactics similar to those used by chimpanzees and other apes to induce those with whom we associate to treat us in cooperative and altruistic ways—tactics such as administering physical and material rewards and punishments, emitting threat displays, and signaling approval and disapproval through facial expressions, body language, grunts, screams, and other expressions of emotion.3 However, after we acquired a capacity for language, the dynamics of strategic social interactions would have changed dramatically. With language, we would have been able to reward moral behaviors and punish immoral behaviors with approving and disapproving words such as “right,” “wrong,” “good,” and “bad,” and we would have been able to issue promises and threats aimed at inducing recipients to behave themselves in the present in return for a commitment to pay them back in the future. On a larger scale, language would have enabled early humans to induce others to believe that they could come out ahead in the end by behaving morally—for example, by going to Heaven and avoiding Hell. “Good things happen to good people.” “Karma is a bitch.”


  Later I will discuss how the ability to issue promises and threats enabled early humans to expand systems of cooperation from immediate exchanges to exchanges that were completed in the future, and I will adduce evidence that our early ancestors established social systems that were regulated by moral norms enforced by all members of their groups. Members of early hunter-gatherer groups kept one another in check and made it in their vested interest to uphold these norms. The sanctions they administered rendered behaving cooperatively and morally a winning strategy. In the complex societies in which most of us now live, we attempt to make morality pay off by creating institutions that reward those who behave in moral ways and punish those who behave in immoral ways. Clearly, this is a work in progress.


  The Emergence of Morality Through Negotiation


  Another way in which the capacity for language can foster morality is by enabling us to resolve conflicts of interest by negotiating fair deals that benefit all parties. When we engage in moral negotiations, we often open by making self-serving moral judgments supported by self-serving forms of moral reasoning. “I deserve more because I worked harder and contributed more than my share.” “You should feel indebted to me; I have helped you a lot in the past.” However, such biases face the same evolutionary obstacles as unconditionally selfish strategies do in social exchanges: It is not in our interest to permit others to get more than they deserve, and if competing parties make self-serving arguments, they may end up in self-defeating impasses. Although we would expect people to be inclined to exhort others to perform more altruistic and self-sacrificial acts than it is in their interest to perform (which may be why so many people sing the praises of altruism), we would not expect blatantly self-serving moral judgments such as “You should always sacrifice your interests for me” to have much persuasive impact. When we get into moral arguments and engage in moral negotiations, transparently self-serving positions rarely pay off because they are unacceptable to others and may be turned back on us, hoisting us on our own petards: “What is good for the goose is good for the gander.” In most cases, we are better off finding common ground, making deals, and negotiating win-win compromises.


  One of the tactics that those who are engaged in moral negotiations and moral arguments invoke is to point out inconsistencies in the positions advanced by the other parties. We are naturally inclined to be bothered by inconsistencies and motivated to resolve them, not only in arguments with others, but also internally, in our own heads.4 The recognition of inconsistencies between the moral standards that we apply to ourselves and the moral standards that we apply to others, as well as inconsistencies between our moral standards and our moral behavior, tend to evoke unpleasant emotional reactions such as “cognitive dissonance” and guilt.5 Viewed from an evolutionary perspective, the function of such states is to alert us to the potentially costly negative outcomes that inconsistencies in moral arguments and moral standards may bring, such as failing to resolve moral conflicts, disrupting social relations, and being viewed as a hypocrite. So, to summarize, mutually beneficial moral decisions may emerge during social negotiations when we induce one another to constrain our self-serving biases and find common ground in order to avoid impasses and mutually destructive selfish-selfish exchanges, and we may behave in moral ways in order to avoid or to relieve unpleasant feelings precipitated by the recognition of inconsistencies in our moral standards.


  The Emergence of Morality Through Manipulation


  The third way in which morality may emerge from strategic interactions is when others outplay us in social games and manipulate us into making moral choices. For example, those with whom we interact may trick us into believing that they will make a cooperative choice if we make a cooperative choice, keep their promises, refrain from exploiting us, and so on, and then after we make a moral overture, stab us in the back. It is ironic that a significant source of altruistic and moral behavior may be our susceptibility to getting duped by others and sucked in to sacrificing our interests for their sake.


  People may invoke a wide array of tactics to manipulate others into treating them in moral and altruistic ways. For example, they may disguise their immoral intentions; they may make promises that they do not intend to keep; and they may engage in various forms of persuasion. The capacity to use language to communicate would have increased early humans’ ability to manipulate others into behaving morally by enabling them to persuade others that they should do the right thing. As expressed by the eminent evolutionary biologist George Williams, “the unparalleled human capability for symbolic communication has an incidental consequence of special importance for ethics. In biological usage, communication is nearly synonymous with attempted manipulation. It is a low-cost way of getting someone else to behave in a way favourable to oneself.”6


  Ironically, moral judgment and moral reasoning probably originated in the human species as tactics in strategic interactions. Early humans probably used these forms of communication as tools (or weapons) designed to induce others to behave in ways that benefitted them. Not only would the capacity to express moral judgments have enabled early humans to persuade others to behave in moral ways in the present, it also would have enabled them to pass judgment on people and events that occurred in the past and influence how their audiences behave in the future. The capacity to engage in moral reasoning would have enabled early humans to buttress their moral judgments with reasons, explanations, justifications, and arguments aimed at increasing their persuasive power.7 “You should help me because you would want me to help you if you were in my place.” “You better behave yourself, or you will get in big trouble.” “You should resist the temptation to lie, cheat, and steal because honesty is the best policy.”


  The Emergence of Morality Through Impression Management and Costly Signaling


  I have suggested that it is in our interest to induce others to think that we are cooperative and moral because it increases their tendency to select us as exchange partners, to favor us, and to treat us right. What pays off in the social world is not what we do or who we really are, but rather what others think of us—the impressions we make on others; our reputations.8 Because of this, we are much more likely to behave morally in public, when others are watching us, than we are in private, behind closed doors or in the dark.9 In addition, we are prone to tailor our displays of morality to the preferences of those who are observing us. For example, we may make big donations to our church to impress fellow congregants, and we may tout our opposition to global warming to environmental activists. It is a bit unsettling to contemplate how strongly inclined we are to present ourselves in an unrepresentatively positive light, in effect inducing others to think we are more moral than we actually are.


  Viewed from a game theory perspective, it is in our interest to employ impression management tactics that reap the greatest benefits at the least cost, getting the biggest bang for our buck. Armed with language, we may try to persuade others that we are moral without suffering the costs of behaving in moral ways—enhancing our social images by talking a good game, exaggerating our potential as good exchange partners, lying about our conduct, bragging about the good things we do, and diminishing and excusing our misdeeds. However, there is a significant obstacle to the effectiveness of such tactics, namely that it usually is not in observers’ interest to be taken in by false impressions and insincere acts. The less genuine that observers consider our displays of morality to be, the less likely they are to bestow on us the benefits of being treated like a moral person. So we face a bit of a quandary. We want to keep the costs of making a good impression to a minimum, which we can do by putting on false displays, but we may need to suffer some costs in order to induce others to view our displays as genuine. To complicate matters, everyone is both an actor and an observer. We all possess mental mechanisms that induce us to manage the impressions we send to others (offensive tactics) as well as mental mechanisms that induce us to evaluate the impressions we receive from others (defensive tactics).


  There is a great deal of evidence that most of us are very proficient at making good impressions and at detecting false impressions.10 We possess finely honed skills. One explanation for these proficiencies is that the mental mechanisms that mediate them evolved through an arms race process, with better impression-evaluation mechanisms selecting for better impression-management mechanisms, and better impression-management mechanisms selecting for better impression-evaluation mechanisms, and so on.11 This evolutionary arms race process is mirrored in the refinement of impression-management and impression-evaluation tactics from childhood to adulthood and in the refinement of these tactics during the give and take of strategic interactions. In order to prevail in social games, we need to tailor our skills in ways that counteract improvements in the skills of those against whom we are competing (who then must improve their skills further, and so on).


  If you are on the side of morality, you want people to be good at detecting false displays, because the better people are at distinguishing between true and fake morality, the truer actors’ displays of morality would have to be in order for them to reap the rewards of being viewed as moral people. Thankfully, there is good reason to believe that the process of evolution has mediated the selection of increasingly valid displays. Consider the evidence presented by “costly signaling” theorists, for example.


  

  Costly Signaling Theory


  Among the many goals that we may manage our impressions to achieve, attracting mates stands out as one of the most significant. When choosing mates, humans and other social animals rely on observable characteristics, or indicators, that signal that available candidates possess qualities that will advance their interests. After one sex develops a preference for a particular characteristic, it is in the interest of the other sex to advertise or display it in the least costly way. However, as discussed, it is in the interest of the choosing sex to detect false advertisements and see through misleading impressions. According to costly signaling theorists, discrimination by choosers can mediate the evolution of increasingly costly signals, because costly signals validly signal animals’ ability to survive and make sacrifices for their mates and offspring.12


  A paradoxical consequence of costly signaling is that animals may end up demonstrating that they have good genes by displaying physical features such as the large and ostentatious tails of peacocks that constitute a burden to survival. In effect, these animals are saying, “Look at me, I am strong enough and healthy enough to survive in spite of this handicap.” As expressed by Geoffrey Miller from the University of New Mexico, potential mates assume that “individuals who can afford a large handicap must be more viable than individuals who have smaller handicapping traits. Big signalers can afford to ‘waste’ some of their viability and still have residual viability greater than that of small signalers, and this fact renders the handicapping trait an ‘honest’ signal of viability.”13 Costly signaling has important implications for the evolution of morality because honest displays of morality tend to be more costly than dishonest displays, and costly signaling theory helps explain why honest displays may end up paying off better than false displays do. Costly moral traits may have evolved in the same way as costly peacock tails did. Consider courtship generosity, for example.


  Viewed biologically, courtship displays in the animal kingdom constitute tactics invoked by members of one sex to manipulate members of the other sex into selecting them as sexual exchange partners and, among species such as humans and geese, as long-term mates. One of the most frequently observed types of courtship display in the animal kingdom consists of costly acts of altruism that signal that suitors possess good genes and that they will make caring partners and parents. The more costly the altruistic act, the greater its appeal to potential mates, and therefore, the more effective it is as a tactic in the mating game. According to Geoffrey Miller, courtship generosity in humans has “clear parallels to courtship feeding by animals. . . . Human courtship generosity would include altruism, kindness, and sympathy to the sexual partner, to his or her children from previous relationships (step-children), and to his or her family members (in-laws).”14 Miller suggests that during courtship, suiters display a variety of moral virtues to signal that they will make cooperative mates.15 The more costly the displays, the more effective they are in attracting mates. Miller argues that sexual selection played a significant role in the evolution of morality—early humans propagated genes that inclined them to behave in moral ways by selecting partners who signaled that they possessed moral traits.


  Heroism may constitute another form of costly signaling. Those who risk their lives to save others display both a capacity for altruism and the ability to survive in the face of threats that most individuals are unwilling or unable to endure—qualities that are desirable in mates and other associates. In addition, because it is in the adaptive interest of members of groups to promote heroism (for example, during war), they may reward heroes in a variety of ways, such as elevating their status, which may in turn increase their desirability as friends and mates. Even when people die performing heroic deeds, they may propagate their “hero genes” by increasing the social status and reproductive success of their offspring and others who possess copies of their genes.


  To summarize, it is in our biological and genetic interest to induce observers to believe that we are more moral than we actually are, but the evolution, development, and implementation of tactics designed to induce others to misjudge us in this manner is constrained by the evolution, development, and implementation of deception-detection abilities. Inasmuch as it is biologically costly for members of groups to be deceived and manipulated into misjudging others’ morality, we would expect mechanisms designed to detect such deception and to guard against such manipulation to have evolved in our species, and there is a great deal of evidence that this in fact has occurred. The upside of this process is that the better others are at detecting deception, the more honest our signals would have to be in order to induce others to believe that they are valid. It is difficult to perpetuate the impression that we are moral without behaving morally some of the time, especially in groups of people who share information about one another. It follows that even though deceiving others about how good we are may be bad, it could produce good results if we had to behave in genuinely moral ways to cultivate the appearance of goodness. This is one of several ways in which morality may emerge as an incidental by-product of selfish strategies.


  Before leaving this discussion of impression management, I need to issue a proviso. I have been emphasizing our ability to detect false impressions—to see through fake displays and phony acts—because this ability favors the evolution and regulation of morality. However, we know from experience that we are not immune from getting duped and falling for the false impressions advanced by others. Deficiencies in our ability to see through false impressions may be exacerbated by the fringe benefits of believing the impressions created by those with whom we are allied. We would expect deception-detection mechanisms to be calibrated in accordance with the costs and benefits of detecting deception. In general, it is more beneficial to detect deception in those with whom we experience conflicts of interest—for example, our opponents, enemies, and members of outgroups—than in those with whom we share interests.16 Indeed, it may be in our interest to assume that our enemies are attempting to deceive us even when they are not because this overly cautious strategy may help us avoid costly mistakes. However, when it comes to our friends and relatives, we often are better off accepting the false impressions they create. As my wife Kathy Denton found when she was studying excuse making, children are inclined to support the deceptive and self-deceptive beliefs of their friends when these reality-distorting tactics reap benefits such as strengthening their relationships and building social credit.17


  Let me also say that the tendency to permit ourselves to be sucked in by false impressions, along with our willingness to excuse or turn a blind eye to those who behave in immoral ways because it is not in our interest to catch and punish cheaters, may give rise to significant social problems. Weakly calibrated detection and prevention mechanisms—gullibility, tolerance of cheating, susceptibility to exploitation, soft heartedness, bleeding heart mentalities, and reluctance to enforce the law—may contribute to the propagation of immorality. Although it might seem nice to overlook others’ transgressions, failing to detect and punish others’ misdeeds may elevate the level of deviance in society by reinforcing bad behavior.


  The Emergence of Morality Through Self-Persuasion


  The fifth way in which morality can emerge from strategic interactions is by people manipulating themselves into behaving in moral ways in the process of attempting to manipulate others, hoisting themselves on their own petards. Consider, for example, a paradoxical side effect of making moral judgments in order to persuade others to behave morally. It is commonly assumed that moral judgments are explications of people’s moral beliefs: We form moral beliefs and then express them in moral judgments. However, this process also may work in reverse. We may make moral judgments that we initially do not believe in order to influence others or to make a good impression, and then advance such persuasive arguments in support of them that we come to believe them ourselves. We may persuade ourselves that it is right to behave in moral ways in the process of persuading others. “I talked myself into it.” A great deal of social psychological research has found that compelling people to argue in support of issues—even issues they initially oppose—can induce them to adopt more favorable attitudes toward the issues.18 Not only may the process of justifying our moral judgments to others induce us to conclude that the judgments are valid,19 believing them may reap adaptive benefits by increasing their persuasive power.20


  The Emergence of Morality Through Perspective Taking


  Finally, morality may emerge when we imagine what others are thinking and feeling in order to anticipate their moves in social games. The ability to put yourself in other people’s shoes and see things from their perspectives, which has gone under names such as “role taking,” “perspective taking,” and “mind reading,” undoubtedly played a significant role in the evolution of morality. As expressed by Robin Dunbar, “the social world requires an individual to imagine the future behavior of other organisms, and this in turn may require it to imagine the other organism’s mental states. These aspects of the world cannot be observed or engaged with directly, but have to be constructed in the mind.”21 We differ from other animals in our ability to construct the contents of other people’s minds in our own minds, see things from their point of view, and imagine how they will resolve the issues they face, including those that require moral decisions.22


  Some psychologists (e.g., those from the cognitive-developmental camp discussed in Chapter 8) view perspective taking as a prerequisite to moral reasoning: In order to make good moral decisions, people must be able to consider moral dilemmas from the perspectives of all interested parties. In contrast, evolutionary theorists would be more inclined to view perspective taking as a tool whose original function was to help people advance their biological interests in social games. Early humans who acquired mental mechanisms that enabled them to understand what others were thinking, feeling, planning, and intending to do would have fared better in the social arena than those who did not. Increasingly sophisticated perspective-taking and reasoning abilities would have enabled early humans to invoke increasingly complex social strategies, which would have tended to ratchet up over generations in an arms race manner.


  Although perspective-taking abilities originally may have evolved to help early humans anticipate the moves of others in strategic interactions, I can think of several ways in which these abilities have come to increase our capacity for morality. To begin with, understanding how others are thinking and feeling may sensitize us to moral issues that otherwise would not have been apparent to us. For example, imagining how we would feel in others’ shoes may induce us to understand that they want or need help, and understanding what kind of help others want or need may increase the effectiveness of the assistance we render. Good perspective takers may detect that those who are too proud to ask for support need help, which may induce them to consider helping them.


  Second, related to this point, taking the perspective of others can help us resolve conflicts of interest in balanced and mutually acceptable ways. Viewing moral problems from others’ perspectives may sensitize us to alternative interpretations of issues and inconsistencies between our points of view and their points of view, which may help us find ways to find common ground. In addition, perspective-taking abilities enable us to carry on imaginary dialogues with others, imagining what they would say, how we would respond, how they would respond to our responses, and so on. Although this process could strengthen our self-serving biases if we defeated others’ arguments in our own minds, it also could help us resolve our differences.


  Third, perspective-taking abilities can help us coordinate our efforts in mutually beneficial ways. The ability to understand what those with whom we are collaborating are thinking and feeling can contribute to the effectiveness of cooperative social endeavors by enabling us to make the adjustments necessary to mesh with them. Investigators have found that most people are highly skilled at syncing with others. We tend to modify our attitudes to produce a good fit with the attitudes of those with whom we interact, and we even coordinate our mannerisms and body language—a phenomenon that has been dubbed the “chameleon effect.”23


  Fourth, as I will discuss more fully in Chapter 17, when we take the perspective of others and imagine how they are thinking and feeling, we may, in effect, make their mental states our own, thinking what they are thinking and feeling what they are feeling—becoming them vicariously—and this may engender empathic emotional states that motivate us to treat others as we would want to be treated in their place.24 Helping those with whom we empathize is like helping ourselves—we feel good when they feel good, and we feel bad when they feel bad.


  Finally, when we form mental representations of other people in order to predict how they will judge us, we may experience these representations as a sort of audience to whom we feel accountable. Imagining how others will react to our moral decisions may cause us to modify them in ways that we believe will garner their approval. People may experience the internal images of others passing judgment on them as the voice of conscience.


  There is no question that the ability to understand the thoughts and feelings of others plays an important role in human morality. However, it is worth noting that we do not really need to be able to take the perspective of others to learn what they are thinking and feeling. We need only ask them, though we might not receive an honest answer. In addition to the adaptive functions of language considered earlier, we can add that it enables people to communicate the contents of their minds to the minds of others and to incorporate the contents of other people’s minds into their minds in return. If you have not managed to develop good enough perspective-taking abilities to understand my point of view, you could ask me and I could tell you in no uncertain terms.


  Summary


  Like other social animals, we engage in strategic social interactions that are aimed at improving our welfare. Morality can emerge from such interactions in six main ways: when others induce us to behave in moral ways by administering social sanctions; when we negotiate with others to reach mutually acceptable moral decisions; when others manipulate us into behaving morally; when we put on displays of morality in order to induce others to be good to us; when we persuade ourselves to behave in moral ways in the process of persuading others; and when we put ourselves in others’ shoes in order to predict their moves in social games. To a substantial extent, morality is a by-product of mental mechanisms that evolved to help early humans advance their interests in social games. Language and reason are valuable tools in strategic interactions.25


  Viewing social exchanges as strategic interactions engaged in by actors motivated to advance their interests casts familiar aspects of social relations in an informative light. We interact with others on a selective basis, favoring those whom we view as moral people and avoiding those we consider immoral. We exchange information about the immoral behavior of members of our groups when we gossip, and we take measures to avoid or punish those we consider bad. We are attentive to cues signaling others’ willingness to behave in moral ways, and we are sensitive to others’ ability to send misleading signals. We base less on people’s words, which they can use to misrepresent their intentions, and more on their deeds, which are more difficult to fake. We attempt to get into others’ heads and figure out whether they have good intentions. We try to make a good impression by managing the signals we send to others, and because we know that others are disposed to interact with those who behave in moral ways, we try to induce others to view us as more cooperative, caring, altruistic, grateful, loyal, fair, honest, rule upholding, and pure than we really are. We know that others know that we could be attempting to mislead them, and that others know that we know that they could know, and so on.


  In closing, let me say, “Don’t get me wrong.” I am not saying that we consciously behave in calculating ways, studying others, figuring out what strategies and counterstrategies they will invoke, and deriving decisions about how to manipulate them for our own purposes. I am saying that we are evolved to attend unconsciously to a variety of cues that signal others’ potential to contribute to our welfare, and to react to these cues in ways that advanced the genetic interests of our early ancestors. The process of reckoning the net costs and benefits of strategic interactions is complex because all kinds of currencies, trade-offs, and long and short-term consequences may be in play; however, our brains are evolved to perform such operations unconsciously, often in the blink of an eye.
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  Primate Morality and the Evolution of Moral Norms


  We were not created in our present form a few thousand years ago by some deity, and we did not become a moral animal all at once with a stroke of luck or a miracle from God. The moral traits that we possess evolved from precursors or “proto-moral” traits possessed by our early human ancestors, and before them by a common ancestor to humans and other primates from which we diverged. To understand how we became the way we are, we need to figure out what kinds of proto-moral traits our early primate ancestors possessed and how these precursors evolved into traits that we now consider moral.


  Where should we start? How far back in history should we go—how far down the trunk of our evolutionary family tree? We could go back a very long way, say to the early mammals from which we and other mammals evolved, and it could be argued that this would be an appropriate place to begin because early mammals displayed traits such as caring for their young that could have been precursors to moral traits. However, this may be too long a stretch, so let’s go back some six to eight million years or so to a time when an ape-like creature roamed the earth from which we and other living primates evolved—to our “common primate ancestor.” This seems like an appropriate place to begin because it enables us to account for the similarities and differences between modern humans and other living apes such as chimpanzees, bonobos, and gorillas, and it helps us avoid the mistake of assuming that any particular species of contemporary ape behaves exactly like our early human ancestors did. Just as existing species of apes look like us and other apes in some ways but look different in other ways, they also display similar and different forms of conduct. Although we have been evolving independently from our common ancestors for several million years, it is reasonable to assume that if all of our ape cousins share a trait with us, our common ancestor probably possessed it.


  Of course, we cannot observe the social behavior of our common ancestors because they don’t exist anymore. (Some evolved into great apes and others evolved into humans.) We can, however, draw reasonable inferences about them based on fossil evidence and comparisons between contemporary humans and other living apes. Anthropologists and primatologists have undertaken this task. Although these scientists have not reached a consensus, most agree on the main aspects of the portrait I will sketch.


  Our Ancient Primate Ancestors


  Let’s imagine what we would see if we were able to transport ourselves back in time and look down on the ape-like ancestors from which we and other primates evolved. One of the first things we would notice is that much like modern-day chimpanzees, these creatures were social and mobile, moving from place to place in relatively small groups consisting of one or more extended families. We would notice that, like contemporary bonobos, the groups sometimes interacted with neighboring groups in friendly ways, possibly because the neighboring groups contained relatives who migrated from their original groups to obtain mates. (The intergroup migration rate of our early primate ancestors was probably similar to that of other living primates—roughly 25 percent.) However, we also would observe groups engaging in hostile exchanges with their neighbors, much like contemporary chimpanzees do. As I will discuss in the next chapter, some theorists believe that cooperation and competition between early human groups played an important role in the evolution of morality.


  Focusing on individuals within these ancestral groups, we would notice differences between the sexes. The males would be bigger, stronger, and more physically aggressive than the females, and the females would be more nurturing. We would see a division of labor between the sexes, with the males playing a more prominent role in hunting, raiding, and group defense, and the females playing a more prominent role in gathering food and nurturing the young. However, we also would detect some overlap in this division of labor.


  With respect to relations between the two sexes, we would observe a great deal of promiscuity and little evidence of monogamy. However, if we followed the evolution of our ancient primate ancestors until the emergence of the human species, we would observe a trend toward males and females forming increasingly strong pair-bonds and cooperating in the rearing of their offspring. This probably occurred for the same reason it occurs in other pair-bonding and monogamous species—because it takes the combined effort of at least two parents to ensure that their offspring survive.


  It wouldn’t take us long to see that, like modern ape troupes, early primate groups were organized in terms of dominance hierarchies, with more powerful members lording it over younger and weaker members. We would see dominant males exerting their “right” to sexual access to females and to the lion’s share of food and other resources, with subordinate members respecting these rights and taking measures to avoid being bullied, while sneaking things when they were able to with impunity. If we observed these creatures as they evolved, we would notice an increasing tendency for females to select subordinate males as mates in return for favors such as food or investment in their offspring, and we would observe the evolution of an intriguing difference between human females and most other female primates—hidden ovulation.1


  Although there would be some fussing and fighting within the groups we are spying on, we would see that they are peaceful a great deal of the time. We might find it appropriate to characterize their societies in the same way that some anthropologists have characterized contemporary primate societies—as possessing “order without law.” It would not be difficult to discern that the main way in which the social order and harmony of these groups is maintained is through power, aggression, and ostracism. We would see dominant members, especially alpha males, keeping subordinate members in line through intimidation, threats, and physical assaults. Those who stepped too far out of line would be threatened, attacked, shunned, expelled from the group, and even killed. However, we would not have to watch these groups for long to detect instabilities in their hierarchical social orders. As with modern ape groups, we would observe subordinate members attempting to advance their interests by sneaking food and access to receptive mates, by trying to overthrow the more dominant members when they became powerful enough to take them on, and by forming coalitions with other subordinates to elevate their rank. As I will explain, some anthropologists have argued that such coalitions played a pivotal role in the evolution of egalitarian societies and moral communities.


  Although we would see displays of selfish and aggressive behavior within these early primate groups (in service of which “killer ape” traits such as large canine teeth, claws, and physical strength would have been valuable assets), we also would observe members of these groups displaying primitive forms of behavior that seem moral. Subordinate members would show deference to dominant members, in effect respecting their authority. All members of these groups would display some self-control by, for example, resisting the temptation to try to take too much for themselves, if for no other reason than to avoid the wrath of others. Individuals would behave in ways that conformed to the implicit social norms of their groups, even though they would not seem conscious of these norms. As expressed by the research psychologist Denise Cummings:


  

    In animal societies, . . . social norms are implicit yet reflected in virtually every activity, including who is allowed to sit next to, play with, share food with, groom, or mate with whom. . . . To avoid punishment (or ostracism, which can mean death due to predation or starvation), individuals must learn what is permitted, what is forbidden, and what is obliged given their place in the hierarchy, and they must comply with these norms. . . . Individual behavior must be monitored with respect to them and violations responded to effectively.2


  


  As with contemporary apes, we would observe parents and other adults (i.e., older and relatively powerful members of groups) socializing the younger members of their groups—in effect teaching them to obey the implicit rules of their social order and to conform to the norms that uphold it. We also would observe members of early primate groups coordinating their efforts to defend themselves, to raid other groups, and to obtain resources, as well as grooming one another and engaging in primitive forms of trading, such as sex for food.3


  Within families, we would see parents, especially mothers, behaving in unselfish and caring ways toward their offspring and, perhaps, toward other relatives. As mentioned, precursors of these forms of altruism go back a very long way in our evolutionary history: the neurological and psychological mechanisms that dispose modern-day parents to behave in kind and nurturing ways toward their offspring are deeply rooted.


  Although we would not hear our early primate ancestors talking to one another, we would observe them communicating with one another through facial expressions, gestures, vocalizations, and physical behaviors. We would detect that they experience primitive forms of care-oriented emotions such as love, empathy, and sympathy (as reflected, for example, in their willingness to console those who have been harmed)—at least with respect to their offspring. We also might see these ancient creatures displaying primitive forms of gratitude (repaying favors), righteous indignation (anger when they were treated unfairly), guilt (based in fear of punishment), and maybe even forgiveness. As I will discuss, Frans de Waal and other primatologists have observed emotions such as these in contemporary primate species.4 It also is possible that we would see some evidence that our early primate ancestors possessed a rudimentary sense of fairness, as manifest, for example, in emotional reactions to being treated unfairly in social exchanges.


  To summarize, although no one questions that our early primate ancestors behaved in selfish and aggressive ways, anthropologists have concluded that they also displayed some proto-moral traits. Within groups, dominant members constrained the selfishness of subordinate members, and subordinate members may have joined forces to constrain the selfishness of dominant members. Social relations within groups were relatively orderly. Members of early primate groups engaged in primitive forms of reciprocity and mutualism, cooperating with one another to hunt, forage, scavenge, and defend their groups. Parents sacrificed their interests for the sake of their offspring, and family members helped one another in times of need. Mediating such behaviors, our primate ancestors experienced precursors to several moral emotions and may have possessed a primitive sense of justice.


  Few, however, would conclude that these qualities are sufficient to render our primate ancestors a moral animal. What was missing? To some extent, ancient primates did not have enough of the qualities that we consider moral to reach a reasonable threshold. Although they behaved in an orderly manner and respected the authority of those who were more powerful than they were, they did not obey laws or consistently uphold the norms of their groups when no one was watching. Although they cared for others, they cared mainly for members of their families in more transient and superficial ways than we do. We experience more profound, enduring, and extensive feelings of love, empathy, sympathy, gratitude, and guilt than they did.5 We are more empathic and compassionate. We are able to exert more self-control over longer periods of time, and we possess a stronger and broader sense of fairness and justice.


  In addition to these quantitative differences, we possess moral traits that seem qualitatively different from those attributed to our early ape ancestors and contemporary apes—in particular, an inner sense of right and wrong, or a conscience, that tells us how we should behave when no one is watching.6 Although chimpanzees constrain their antisocial behaviors, they appear to do so to avoid punishment, not because they are motivated to do the right thing. Chimps that have learned sign language label some behaviors good and other behaviors bad; however, they do not seem to conceptualize these words in moral ways. Chimps sign “good” to refer to positive outcomes, “bad” to refer to negative outcomes, and “sorry” to assuage those who are angry with them. Chimps do not seem to possess much moral knowledge, to engage in moral reasoning, or to invoke internal moral standards such as the Golden Rule to guide their behavior. They do not seem to possess mental representations of the norms that regulate their social orders, and they do not appear to resolve to uphold them, consciously at least. Although chimpanzees seem to possess a sense of “self”—they recognize themselves in mirrors—and although they are able to engage in enough perspective taking to outwit and deceive others, they do not seem to consider how they would feel if they were in other chimpanzees’ shoes or to blush with shame when they behave badly.7


  Our species diverged from the species that was the common ancestor to Homo sapiens and other primate species some 2.5 million years ago. A variety of hominin species roamed the earth during the Stone Age until about 12,000 years ago. Following this, a major transformation in the structure of human societies occurred—one that some anthropologists believe was critical in the evolution of morality. Our Stone Age ancestors formed groups that were structured in dramatically different ways from the groups formed by archaic primates and contemporary apes—groups that were very similar to those formed by contemporary hunter-gatherers.


  Our Hunter-Gatherer Ancestors


  Based on well-documented observations of modern hunter-gatherers, we can infer that our early human ancestors formed significantly larger groups than those formed by other primates—somewhere between 50 and 150 members—and that relations among bands of early humans were a bit of a mixed bag. Although some bands interacted with one another in friendly supportive ways, others engaged in antagonistic exchanges—raiding one another, fighting wars, and enslaving members of the groups they conquered.


  Looking inside these hunter-gatherer groups, we would observe more pair-bonding and cooperative breeding than we would see in groups of modern chimpanzees or archaic primates. However, the difference that we probably would find most striking and unexpected would pertain to the social structure of these groups: We would be surprised to perceive that the groups formed by our early hunter-gatherer ancestors were organized in egalitarian ways. We would rarely see dominant members of groups lording over subordinate members. In place of a hierarchical social order, we would witness members of groups sharing political parity and making decisions in relatively democratic ways, with the most respected members of groups—those who enjoyed high prestige and status—exerting more social influence than those who were stronger and more physically dominant.


  With respect to subsistence, we probably would observe a flexible division of labor, with females specializing in foraging and males specializing in the hunting of large game. Although we would see members of these groups sharing most of the food that they garnered from foraging with members of their immediate families, we would note that they shared the meat they obtained from hunting more broadly with other members of their groups. Surprisingly perhaps, we would not find much evidence that the hunters who contributed most to killing large game expected much appreciation or compensation in return, and they would not claim more than their share. We also might observe groups sharing meat with neighboring groups as well as collaborating with them in the creation of shared public goods such as shelters and fish traps. (Contemporary bonobos have been observed sharing meat with neighboring groups.8)


  In stark contrast to other primate groups, we would detect that social relations in these early human groups were regulated by explicitly articulated social rules and norms aimed at upholding egalitarian systems of cooperation and achieving long-term goals that benefitted all members of the group. It would not take us long to see that members of these groups were sensitive to violations of these norms or to observe occasions when either the whole group or designated members assumed responsibility for enforcing them. We would note that members of these groups don’t tolerate boasting and that they take measures to punish social deviants, bullies, and free-riders by scolding, shunning, ostracizing, and killing them.9 Egalitarian social systems seem more moral than hierarchical social systems because egalitarian forms of conduct tend to be fairer and less selfish than domineering forms of conduct.


  Another notable difference we would observe between hunter-gatherers, on the one hand, and our primate ancestors and other living primates, on the other hand, is that our hunter-gatherer ancestors communicated with one another through language and were able to offer reasons for their decisions. If we asked them what kinds of behaviors they considered good and bad, they would be able to tell us, and if we probed, they would be able to offer reasonable justifications for their opinions. Because these opinions would reflect the social norms of their groups, all members would be cognizant of them.


  In addition, we would be struck by the fact that our hunter-gatherer ancestors made and decorated tools such as axes, bows, arrows, spears, and cutlery. We would see them making clothes and adorning themselves in a variety of ways, fashioning jewelry and painting their faces and bodies. We also would see them singing and dancing. In short, we would perceive that they were able to create and express culture. Comparing one band to another, we would notice variations in the extent to which neighboring bands spoke the same language and shared the same culture.


  To summarize, our hunter-gatherer ancestors were similar to the primates from which they evolved in some ways, but very different in others. They were similar because they lived in groups, but their groups were larger. As with other primates, they interacted with some neighboring groups in friendly ways and with other groups in antagonistic ways. Like other primates, early hunter-gatherers formed family units and cared for their offspring, but they formed stronger pair-bonds and engaged in more cooperative forms of childcare. In contrast to the hierarchical groups formed by other primates, early humans formed egalitarian groups. Although our hunter-gatherer ancestors undoubtedly behaved in selfish and aggressive ways in some situations, they also behaved in ways that conformed to social norms that induced them to stifle their antisocial urges, to resist temptation, to exert self-control, to respect authority, to help members of their groups, to do their share and take their share, to uphold the systems of cooperation that contributed to the welfare of all members of their groups, and to punish those who jeopardized them. Like other primates, they engaged in direct forms of reciprocity, but unlike other primates, they also engaged in indirect forms of reciprocity such as those that involved the accumulation and distribution of public goods. Most of us would have little reservation about deeming the norms that upheld their egalitarian societies moral in nature and considering our hunter-gatherer ancestors a moral animal.


  

  Explaining the Evolution of Moral Norms


  What caused the transformation from hierarchical groups upheld by power to egalitarian groups upheld by moral norms? We can be certain that the despotic tyrants who dominated early primate groups did not, in a flash of moral insight, see the error of their ways, and decide to be more egalitarian out of the goodness of their hearts. A more plausible hypothesis is that they stopped behaving selfishly and aggressively because these forms of conduct stopped paying off for them. What could have diminished the biological benefits of dominating others?


  According to the evolutionary anthropologist Christopher Boehm from the University of Southern California, the answer to this question is coalitions formed by subordinate members of groups. No matter how big or how strong an alpha male was, he would not have stood a chance against three or four subordinates working together to overthrow him or to keep him in line. According to Boehm, “if resentful subordinates manage to collectivize and institutionalize their rebellion, you have a human type of politically egalitarian society [in which] a large, ad hoc, community-wide political coalition serves as watchdog over individual behaviors that could lead to victimization of others, or to conflict within the group.”10 In Boehm’s view, the kinds of egalitarian “moral communities” that evolved in hunter-gatherer societies “arose out of group efforts to reduce levels of internecine conflict, as well as to avoid undue competition, domination, and victimization.”11 Boehm goes on to suggest that other biological processes equipped to foster the evolution of altruism and cooperation would have been given a boost by the kind of social selection he features in his theory (that is to say, punishing bad guys), and that this process would have mediated the evolution of conscience because members of groups who inherited the capacity to experience emotions such as guilt and shame would have been better able to avoid punishment and reap the benefits of cooperation than those who did not.


  How plausible is Boehm’s explanation for how hierarchical groups evolved into egalitarian communities that fostered the evolution of conscience? It is easy to understand why it would have been in the biological interest of subordinate members of primate groups to form coalitions to oppose the selfishness and aggression of alpha males, and there is significant evidence that, in fact, members of many contemporary primate groups, including humans, do. The problem is that this in itself is not enough to produce an egalitarian social order because it simply replaces a powerful tyrant with a powerful gang. Coalitions of chimpanzees overthrow alpha males without producing egalitarian societies; they band together in order to foster their own interests—to protect themselves from the tyrants they overthrow and to gain access to the tyrants’ resources. After they acquire these resources, their natural inclination would be to keep them for themselves—not to distribute them to other members of their groups. And within coalitions, members face the same kinds of social dilemmas faced by groups of animals that band together to protect themselves or to hunt prey—although everyone may benefit from working together to achieve a goal that no individual could achieve himself or herself (e.g., protecting the group against predators or overthrowing a tyrannical leader), it is in everyone’s interest to minimize their costs by doing less than their share of the dirty work, and to take more than their share of the spoils.


  Another reason that overthrowing tyrants is not enough to produce an egalitarian social order is that alpha males are just the tip of the iceberg in groups that are organized in terms of dominance hierarchies. As discussed in Chapter 12, all members of such groups are vulnerable to exploitation by those who are above them in the pecking order, and everyone except the poor souls at the bottom of the totem pole are able to foster their interests by exploiting those below them. Overthrowing the tyrant at the top does not solve this problem. Individuals could elevate their rank by forming coalitions, but if this works for one group, it would work for other groups as well, and in the end, this process would simply substitute a hierarchy of coalitions for a hierarchy of individuals.


  This said, I believe Boehm is on the right track in focusing on the social control of selfishness and aggression within groups. Traits that induce members of groups to punish those who exploit others play a critical role in the selection of moral traits because they uphold norms and rules that promote group harmony and contribute to the welfare of the group as a whole. But how could such traits evolve? Although they could create a “better life for all,” each member of the group could avoid the costs of punishing the tyrants, bad guys, and cheaters by freeriding and letting others do the dirty work. You have bullies in your group who push people around and cheaters who exploit others, take more than their share, and jeopardize the social order. It is in everyone’s interest to put a stop to such selfish and immoral behaviors, but in no one’s interest to suffer the costs of dealing with the issue. To explain the evolution of the kind of egalitarian social orders observed in hunter-gatherer societies, we must explain how traits could have evolved that rendered members of groups willing and able to suppress not only the selfishness of despotic leaders but also the selfishness of other bad guys in their groups at some cost to themselves.


  Although I think that the key to explaining the evolution of egalitarianism and morality lies in figuring out what increased the biological costs of selfish and aggressive behaviors within early hierarchical groups, there is another side to this challenge, namely figuring out what increased the biological benefits of behaving in unselfish and egalitarian ways. A good place to begin is by acknowledging that most primate societies are organized more in terms of status hierarchies based on prestige than in terms of dominance hierarchies based in power, and as discussed in Chapter 12, an important thing about prestige is that it is bestowed on those who make significant contributions to the welfare of their groups. Intelligent members who have leadership abilities, possess specialized knowledge, are socially skilled, uphold the implicit norms of their groups, and display a willingness to sacrifice their interests for the sake of others tend to be held in high regard, and individuals who are held in high regard tend to be treated better than those who behave in less constructive and more selfish ways.


  Let’s assume that individuals who seek to obtain the biological benefits of leadership have two strategies available to them: they can coerce others into deferring to them through threats and intimidation (the strategy invoked by alpha males), or they can win their respect by making valuable contributions to their groups. Although the first strategy may reap greater short-term benefits than the second strategy, the second strategy may well reap greater long-term benefits, and it is long-term benefits that count in evolution. In the extreme, if despotic leaders took everything for themselves and left nothing for the other members of their groups, or if they behaved so aggressively that they killed off all other members, they would end up depriving themselves of the benefits of group living and sociality, just like the selfish birds did in Roger Brown’s illustration of the tragedy of selfishness I discussed earlier.


  When you think about it, the only way extremely tyrannical leaders could preserve groups that they mercilessly exploited for their own means would be to enslave their members. It is not, therefore, surprising that extremely tyrannical strategies are rare in the animal kingdom. As discussed in Chapter 12, primatologists have pointed out that even the most dominant alpha members contribute to the welfare of their groups by helping defend it from predators and other hostile groups and by performing a sort of policing function within their groups, inducing others to behave in group-upholding, civil, and harmonious ways.12 Consistent with the earlier discussion of the value of upholding one’s group, if the biological benefits that members of groups can obtain from those who are lower than them in the hierarchy are dependent on the subordinates surviving and behaving in ways that contribute to their welfare (both directly and by upholding their groups), it would be in the interest of dominant members of groups to support subordinates, and this could produce at least a modicum of egalitarianism.


  From a biological perspective, one of the most important benefits sought by members of groups is the opportunity to reproduce. In focusing on the benefits that can be achieved by subordinate males banding together to limit the reproductive success of tyrannical leaders, we must be careful not to neglect the important role that female members of early primate groups may have played in the evolution of morality. In the same way that it is in the biological interest of members of groups to support leaders who contribute to their welfare, it would have been in the biological interest of females to select males for reproductive partners who were willing to invest in them and their offspring, and alpha males may not have been the best bet. Extending the discussion of costly signaling theory, our early female ancestors may have selected subordinate males who signaled that they were more willing than dominant males were to suffer the costs of helping them and their young in various ways, thus mediating the selection of unselfish and egalitarian traits through sexual selection. As early human groups grew in size, it would have become increasingly difficult for dominant males to control the preferences of the female members of their groups and to sustain their power without assistance from others.


  To summarize, a helpful way to frame the questions we are considering—how hierarchical groups evolved into egalitarian societies and how the moral norms and traits that uphold egalitarian social orders were selected—is to compare the biological costs and benefits of selfish and egalitarian social strategies. Anything that reduces the costs or increases the benefits of counteracting the selfishness of others and behaving unselfishly oneself could contribute to the evolution of egalitarian societies and the selection of moral traits. It is in the interest of all members of groups to induce others to treat them in ways that maximize their own biological benefits and this, inevitably, entails inducing others to suppress their selfishness. If everyone suppressed the selfishness of everyone else, an egalitarian social order would arise. If egalitarian strategies paid off better than selfish strategies, it would be in individuals’ biological interest to adopt these strategies, and this would mediate the evolution of moral traits.


  

  Uniquely Human Sources of Egalitarianism


  Egalitarianism is rare in the animal kingdom, at least among mammals. Why did it evolve in our species but not in other primate species? What qualities did humans, but not other primates, have that enabled them to transform the hierarchical groups formed by their primate ancestors into the egalitarian groups formed by their hunter-gatherer ancestors? Humans differ from other primates in many ways. For example, they have less hair on their bodies; they walk on two feet; they have a digestive system receptive to cooked foods; they give birth to infants that need a great deal of assistance to survive; they have bigger brains; and so on. However, with respect to the evolution of morality, two mental abilities stand out—our old friends intelligence (associated with the size of our brains) and language, plus a very important ability enabled by these qualities—the ability to create and transmit culture.


  Some have argued that the superior (or at least different kind of) intelligence possessed by humans enabled the transition from hierarchical to egalitarian groups because it takes smarts to understand the complex ways in which egalitarian social orders and moral norms are superior to hierarchical social orders in their ability to maximize long-term benefits. Armed with intelligence, as the argument goes, early humans were able to understand that treating members of their groups as equals was the best strategy for advancing their own interests. On this line of thought, early humans decided to create and uphold egalitarian social orders out of enlightened self-interest.


  There are, however, several problems with this idea. The most serious one probably is that it does not control for cheating. As discussed, intelligence is a tool that people can use to help them advance their own interests at the expense of others as easily as they can use it to advance their interests in egalitarian ways. After all, the “rational” strategy in social games is often a selfish strategy. Intelligent people can easily deduce that if everyone else cooperates, their best bet is to behave selfishly. As I will discuss more fully in Chapter 9, there is a great deal of evidence that moral reasoning may be biased in self-serving ways and often is quite impotent when opposed by emotional reactions. People are much better at using their intelligence to manipulate others into behaving in ways that foster their interests than at using it to induce themselves to behave in fair and egalitarian ways. To account for the evolution of morality, we must dig deeper into the motivational structure of people’s psychology—what makes them want to use their intelligence for moral purposes?


  Humans acquired a capacity for language some 150,000 to 200,000 years ago. I have suggested that this capacity played a critical role in the evolution of morality. Boehm makes the point that “language makes it possible for groups to conspire and ambush even the most fearsome dominator and to execute him.” More generally, language would have enabled early humans to reduce the costs of punishing selfish members of their groups by persuading others to join them in shunning them or ostracizing them. In addition, “abstract communication [would have] . . . permitted the articulation and refinement of group values having to do with morality, and . . . facilitated the kind of highly specific gossiping (with displacement) that is universal in human groups. Gossiping serves as a means of building social networks. . . . but, perhaps more importantly, it also enables group members to arrive privately and safely at a negative consensus about dangerous deviants.”13 Language would have enabled early humans to punish cheaters by turning others against them without suffering the costs of inflicting more direct forms of punishment themselves or being identified as the source of the intervention. In addition, language would have enabled members of groups to coordinate the punishment of cheaters, to persuade others to adopt effective solutions, and to transmit egalitarian norms. Finally, language would have facilitated the evolution of moral norms by enabling individuals to pass on their ideas about optimal forms to conduct to other members of their groups, who in turn passed them on to others, and so on. Language is the primary medium for the transmission of culture. In the next chapter, I will review theories that attribute the evolution of egalitarianism and morality to early humans’ capacity to create, transmit, select, and refine culture.


  Summary


  Our ancient ape ancestors possessed proto-moral traits such as the capacity to care for their offspring, to experience moral emotions such as sympathy and gratitude, to control some of their antisocial urges, to respect the authority of those who were more powerful than they were, to conform to the implicit social norms of their groups and to pass judgment on those who violated these norms, to engage in primitive forms of reciprocity and mutualism, and to defend their groups. However, the proto-moral traits exhibited by common ancestors to apes and humans did not include the kinds of traits that render modern humans a moral animal. There is no evidence that our common ancestors understood the difference between right and wrong, engaged in moral reasoning, or possessed a conscience.


  Early human societies were dramatically different from ancestral ape societies, but similar to the groups formed by contemporary hunter-gatherers. In contrast to the hierarchical social order of relatively small ape groups, the social orders of the larger hunter-gatherer groups formed by early humans were egalitarian. Members of these hunter-gatherer groups conformed to moral norms that were preached and enforced by those with whom they formed cooperative relations. Individuals who violated these norms were punished or expelled from their groups.


  One of the most important questions about the evolution of morality is “What caused the transformation to egalitarianism in early human groups?” On one account, this transformation occurred when coalitions of subordinate members of groups overthrew alpha males, but we still need to explain why members of such coalitions resisted the temptation to exert power over one another and to treat other members of their groups in selfish ways. To solve this problem, we must conduct a cost-benefit analysis of cooperative and selfish social strategies. One of the perks of cooperative social strategies is that they increase the attractiveness and prestige of those who invoke them, which pays off in social currency. In contrast, selfish strategies tend to be costly because they decrease attractiveness and prestige, which induces others to shun and punish those who invoke them.


  Intelligence, language, and the capacity to develop and transmit culture have been nominated as primary determinants of the evolution of moral societies. I devote the next chapter to a discussion of the critical role that a capacity for culture played in the transformation of human societies from cooperative hunter-gatherer groups to tribes and nation-states and the rapid expansion and refinement of morality during the past 100,000 years.
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  The Cultural Evolution of Morality


  Although we existed as hunter-gatherers for most of our evolutionary history, the social structure of our societies underwent a significant expansion a hundred thousand years or so ago when neighboring bands of hunter-gatherers united to form tribes. The process through which this expansion occurred is well documented in First Nations groups in America. Bands containing between 50 and 200 members formed confederations with other bands to create tribes such as the Blackfeet.1 As expressed by the evolutionary anthropologists Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd, “these societies were based on in-group cooperation when in-groups of a few hundred to a few thousand people were [distinguished from other societies] by language, ritual practices, dress, and the like. Social relations were egalitarian, [Chiefs were elected or appointed.] political power was diffuse, and people were ready to punish transgressions of social norms, even when personal interests were not directly at stake.”2 After bands began uniting with other bands to form tribes, “the race was on. Larger societies can usually marshal larger military units and defeat smaller societies in military competition. Size allows economies of scale, and division of labor generates greater economic productivity. These also contribute to military success and attract imitators and migrants. . . . The result was a steady increase in social scale complexity that continues today.”3


  The advent of agriculture, which occurred around 12,000 years ago, mediated another change in the structure of human societies, and around 5,000 years ago, another significant transformation occurred: People formed large city-states marked by increasingly complex divisions of labor. What is notable about large city-states is that, in contrast to the egalitarianism of hunter-gatherer bands and tribal confederations, they are organized in a hierarchical manner, with leaders possessing a great deal of power. Many large nations are led by individuals who resemble the alpha males of other primate groups, except they employ groups such as police forces and military units to uphold their authority. Within city-states, members of different social classes vary in their access to resources. Comparing modern urban societies to hunter-gatherer groups and other groups in the animal kingdom, Richerson and Boyd note that “human societies are a spectacular anomaly. . . . They are based on the cooperation of large, symbolically marked in-groups [that] compete with similarly marked out-groups. . . . Enormous bureaucracies like the military, political parties, churches, and corporations manage complex tasks, and . . . people depend on a vast array of resources produced in every corner of the globe.”4 “The size, degree of division of labor, and degree of hierarchy and subordination of Rome and Los Angeles are orders of magnitude beyond the range of the most complex foraging societies.”5


  The Nested Social Structures of Modern Urban Societies


  It is important to note that although the social structure of human societies underwent several major transformations as societies evolved, the newer, larger, and more complex social structures did not replace the older, smaller, and simpler social structures; instead, they encompassed them. At the broadest level, most modern societies contain large numbers of people who reside in a shared territory (e.g., Russia; England), speak the same language (e.g., Russian; English), dress in similar ways, share political and religious beliefs, are guided by the same customs, social norms, laws, and so on. However, these large societies contain many smaller groups, such as labor unions, sports teams, clubs, and committees that are similar to the egalitarian groups of hunters and gatherers. In addition, people may belong to families, cliques, and gangs that are similar to the hierarchically organized groups of other primates. The smaller groups to which we belong are embedded, or nested, in the larger groups.


  Although most people in the world live in large societies with complex social orders, they spend most of their time interacting with members of their families and members of relatively egalitarian groups that are similar to those of hunter-gatherers. Like most other people my age, I interact mainly with members of my immediate family, which is organized in terms of a flexible hierarchy, with my wife and me doing our best to exert power over our daughter—but not all the time and not too much (a losing battle, at best). As a professor, I interact mainly with colleagues in my department in the university, which is the size of a small hunter-gatherer band. Like most large organizations, my university is structured hierarchically at a formal level, headed by a president, followed by several vice presidents, associate vice presidents, deans, and chairs of departments. However, there are significant constraints on the power of these administrators. For example, chairs are elected by members of their departments for limited periods of time, and they are required to bring important decisions to their departments for approval.


  Consistent with the political structure of universities, Richerson and Boyd argue that in modern societies, “top-down control [in relatively small groups] is generally . . . adapted to preserve nearly egalitarian relationships at the face-to-face level. . . . Each level of the hierarchy replicates the structure of a hunting and gathering band. . . . New leaders are usually recruited from the ranks of subleaders. . . . Even high-ranking leaders in modern hierarchies typically adopt much of the humble headman’s deferential approach to leadership.”6 However, suggest Richerson and Boyd, within such groups, despotic dispositions passed on to us from our primate ancestors often rear their ugly heads, making such groups “painfully inefficient.” “Corrupt sergeants, incompetent aristocrats, vainglorious generals, power-hungry bureaucrats—degrade the effectiveness of social organizations.”7


  The Expansion and Refinement of Morality in Modern Times


  When Charles Darwin wrote Descent of Man in 1884, he suggested that as humans evolved, their “sympathies became more tender and widely diffused, so as to extend to men of all races . . . and [even] to the lower animals.”8 Recently, in an 800-page volume entitled The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, the Harvard evolutionary psychologist Steven Pinker argued that in spite of all the examples of individuals, gangs, states, and nations behaving in mean and cruel ways, incidents of violence among humans (controlling for the size of populations) have declined significantly throughout recorded history.9 Pinker adduced evidence that in the old days, people were significantly more willing than we are now to kill, lynch, assault, torture, rape, and enslave others, often in the most savage and sadistic ways. It is startling to recognize that just a century or so ago, slavery was tolerated, black people were lynched, interracial marriages were forbidden, and people were hanged for stealing horses and whipped for other crimes. Relatively recently in our evolutionary history, our ancestors showed little empathy for anyone other than their close friends, relatives, and members of their ingroups, treating those with whom they were not affiliated like animals (which they also treated in very cruel ways). Think about public executions, crucifixions, pillories, burning at the stake, roasting alive, and drawing and quartering. In contrast, contemporary humans who live in modern societies—that is to say, most of us—are significantly more prone to help needy people outside our circle of acquaintances—even those whom we do not know or ever expect to meet. Most of us are willing to donate to charity, to give blood, and to help people from other countries who have been victimized by natural disasters. Most of us disapprove of practices that once were considered morally permissible, such as slavery, torture, and discriminating against people on the basis of their race, gender, or sexual orientation.10 The other night I watched a documentary on Sammy Davis Jr. and was shocked to learn that as late as the 1970s many Americans found it scandalous for a black celebrity to kiss a white woman in public.


  To summarize the discussion so far, human social evolution did not proceed in a continuous manner. The structure of Homo sapiens’ societies did not change much for millions of years, and then very recently in evolutionary time, it underwent a set of significant transformations. Way back when, early humans formed small groups similar to those formed by other primates that were organized in a hierarchical manner. When these groups expanded into bands and tribes, social relations were regulated by egalitarian social norms, but when the egalitarian groups expanded into city-states, hierarchical social structures reemerged. The societies that most of us live in today contain nested sets of groups with different social orders upheld by different psychological dispositions. The relatively small groups in the inner core of our nested circles tend to be organized hierarchically and to be upheld by dispositions such as those that induce us to obey authority. The medium-sized groups in the next layer tend to be organized in egalitarian ways and to be upheld by dispositions to engage in direct and indirect forms of reciprocity. The large groups in the other layer tend to be organized hierarchically and to be upheld by dispositions to engage in more complex and indirect forms of cooperation. There is a great deal of evidence that the circle of those with whom we form cooperative relations has expanded rapidly over the past few millennia, causing us to treat increasingly large numbers of people in a moral manner.


  

  Explaining Recent Human Social Evolution


  What caused small egalitarian groups of early humans that practiced primitive forms of cooperation to evolve into larger bands, tribes, and city-states engaging in complex forms of cooperation upheld by moral norms? Why did hierarchical social orders re-emerge in modern societies? What factors are responsible for rapid changes in moral norms? Answering these questions should cast a great deal of light on the evolution of morality.


  Evolutionary anthropologists such as Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd have argued persuasively that biological evolution, or genes, alone cannot offer a full account of the evolution of human sociality, cooperation, and morality because biological evolution proceeds far too slowly to have produced the changes that have been documented during the past 12,000 years and even within our lifetimes. If not by genes alone, what caused this “radical divergence?” How did hunter-gatherer bands become transformed into increasingly large tribes, societies, and city-states in just tens of thousands of years, and why were human societies the only ones to evolve in this manner?


  It is reasonable to hypothesize that the rapid transformations that have occurred in human societies and moral norms were caused by a runaway process that built upon itself exponentially, or in the language of social media, “went viral.” A prime candidate is cumulative cultural evolution—that is to say, transmitting information to others who improve on it and transmit it to others who improve on it, and so on. If I communicate an idea to two people today and each of them transmits it to two people tomorrow, and each of these four people transmits it to two people the next day, and so on, this idea will spread explosively to a very large number of people in a very short period of time. Although several species create and share cultural information such as how to make and use primitive tools and weapons, humans seem to be unique in the animal kingdom for their ability to create culture and transmit it from one generation to another in a manner that builds upon itself in a snowballing, cumulative manner. Richerson and Boyd suggest that the physical environments occupied by early bands of hunter-gatherers underwent rapid changes within and between generations, due in large part to changes in climate. These changing environments increased the adaptive value of mental mechanisms that enabled our hunter-gatherer ancestors to learn how to solve the novel adaptive problems that the new environments produced, and to share this information with members of their groups (who shared it with other members, and so on).


  It is easy to underestimate the extent to which the knowledge we possess is a product of culture. Although we may pride ourselves on our reasoning powers and problem-solving abilities, most of our knowledge is second-hand, passed on to us by other people. Think of all the things you know—how to cook meals, tie your shoes, knit clothes, play games, drive cars, read books, write letters, count to ten—all taught to you by others. Highly intelligent explorers who have become lost in unfamiliar areas have starved to death while locals survived because no one taught them how to locate nutritious foods and cook the available fruits and vegetables.11


  According to Richerson and Boyd, culture paved the way for the formation of increasingly large groups by supplying a basis for humans from relatively small bands to establish a shared identity based on culturally transmitted traits such as common languages or dialects, forms of dress, or sets of customs. As one group adopted the cultural traditions of another group, the two groups became increasingly similar until, ultimately, they became one large group. Members of groups who possessed similar cultural traits experienced a sense of “we-ness” (an ingroup identity)—in the same sort of way that travelers experience a sense of connection with compatriots whom they encounter in foreign countries speaking their language or wearing emblems of their country’s flags on their clothes. Richerson and Boyd argue that natural selection favored mental mechanisms that induced individuals to join forces with members of groups with whom they shared culturally defined traits—that is to say, with whom they were similar—because it was relatively easy to coordinate their efforts with them and to establish mutually beneficial cooperative relations.


  I have been arguing that the essential function of morality is to uphold biologically beneficial systems of cooperation. A great deal of evidence suggests that early human bands and tribes that generated or adopted moral norms that fostered cooperative relations with neighboring groups fared better in intergroup competitions than bands and tribes that did not, causing such norms to evolve through cultural group selection. Tribes that adopted cooperative moral norms had an advantage over other tribes during wars. In addition, cooperative norms helped members of these tribes advance their interests through trading and by reciprocating assistance in times of scarcity. Cooperative norms spread when outsiders joined cooperative groups and when neighboring groups saw the value of the norms and adopted them themselves.


  Richerson and Boyd suggest that after cooperative moral norms took hold and began to be preached and practiced increasingly widely within groups, another process, namely conformity, speeded their proliferation. Mental mechanisms that disposed early humans to conform to the norms of their groups evolved because conformity is a quick and easy way of making adaptive choices. Think of how little we would know and how many mistakes we would make if we had to learn everything on our own without any help from others. As expressed by Richerson and Boyd: “In a world where information is costly and individual learning therefore error prone, imitating common behaviors is a simple heuristic that will get you the correct behavior most of the time at a smaller cost than subjecting alternative behaviors to more rigorous tests.”12 Note that conformity can mediate the rapid spread of norms in a runaway manner because as the number of norm-obeying individuals grows, members of groups become increasingly likely to observe others obeying the norm. Note also that this process could give rise to maladaptive moral behaviors and mediate the spread of maladaptive moral norms.


  The obvious advantages of cooperation within and between groups notwithstanding, it is important to remember that systems of cooperation cannot evolve unless they contain effective ways of controlling cheating and freeriding. It is challenging to catch and punish those who exploit large-scale systems of cooperation because it is harder to identify those who fail to contribute their share to indirect systems of reciprocity than to identify those who cheat others in more direct ways—after all, you may never interact with such cheaters or even know their names—and because there is less incentive to punish those who cheat other members of your group than there is to punish those who cheat you and your friends and relatives. One way of dealing with this problem is to endow a member of your group (some authority) with the power to punish cheaters. Another way is for societies to create institutions such as police, tax auditors, forensic investigators, court systems, and jails designed to catch and punish those who cheat the system. However, such solutions suffer from the second-order cheater problem that plagued Boehm’s solution to the tyranny problem in archaic human groups. As recognized by Richerson and Boyd, “institutionalized coercion” is not sufficient by itself to uphold large complex social orders, because individuals or groups can gain control of the coercive institutions and use them to their own advantage. “Social institutions of some sort must police the police so they will act in the larger interest,”13 and even if we create institutions that police the police, we need to find ways to prevent those who police the police from cheating. As we know, this is an ongoing problem in modern societies.


  Gene-Culture Coevolution


  As discussed earlier, one of the most pervasive misconceptions in the social sciences is that nature and nurture, heredity and environment, instincts and learning, genes and culture always oppose one another. A more useful and valid way to think about the relation between genetic and environmental factors is to figure out how these two sources of human conduct interact. In some conditions, they exert opposing forces, but in other conditions they work together to exert complementary effects.


  A school of scholars, called “dual-process” or “gene-culture coevolution” theorists, has advanced theories that outline ways in which genes and culture interact to shape human social evolution and morality. The two theorists whose ideas I have drawn from most in this chapter, Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd, are foremost among these scholars. Richerson and Boyd recognize that primitive moral traits evolved biologically and became part of our nature because they helped early humans adapt to their environments. However, as mentioned earlier, Richerson and Boyd argue that during the course of human evolution, environments changed in ways that increased the adaptiveness of genetic mutations that enabled our ancestors to create, select, refine, and transmit culture. Early humans who inherited mental mechanisms that enabled them to create new ideas (intelligence), to copy the solutions to adaptive problems discovered by other members of their groups (social learning, imitation, conformity), to improve on them (trial-and-error learning, insight), to share their insights with members of their groups (language, teaching), and to transmit them to future generations were more likely to propagate their genes than early humans who did not inherit such mechanisms. Eventually all normal humans acquired the mental mechanisms that enabled them to create, refine, and transmit culture. We became a cultural animal.


  An important aspect of culture is that it changes the environments in which those who create and transmit it live. Cultural innovations such as fish traps, dams, communal shelters, and villages cause significant changes in physical environments, and cultural innovations such as norms upholding various forms of cooperation and punishment can cause rapid changes in social environments. Cultural innovations may affect the adaptive value of different forms of conduct. For example, power-oriented despotic behaviors that pay off well in small hierarchical groups without much culture may pay off poorly in larger groups that live in communal shelters, join forces to hunt large game, and enforce egalitarian norms.


  Members of early human groups who inherited genes that guided the development of brain mechanisms that induced them to adapt well to the new culture-laden social worlds they created would have fared better than those who did not, causing these brain mechanisms to evolve. Thus, not only would biological evolution (e.g., the selection of social learning mechanisms) have guided cultural evolution, cultural evolution (e.g., tools, weapons, and norms prescribing capital punishment or ostracism of cheaters) also would have guided biological evolution, and the interaction between the two processes would have occurred in a mutually supportive, escalating manner. The adaptive value of culture would have increased the adaptive value of the mental mechanisms that enabled people to create and transmit it, and this in turn would have produced increasing amounts of culture that further increased the adaptive value of the brain mechanisms in question.


  With respect to the evolution of human social behavior, Richerson and Boyd argue that cultural innovations that enabled humans to form tribes governed by cooperative norms changed social environments in ways that increased the adaptive value of genes that endowed early humans with a new set of “tribal instincts.” These instincts induced our ancestors to identify with culturally defined ingroups, to abide by the culturally created rules and norms that regulated these groups, and to punish those who violated the norms. “Our social instincts hypothesis requires that cultural group selection be strong enough to counter individualistically motivated selfish decision making in order to favor tribal-scale cooperation.”14 Richerson and Boyd sum up their gene-culture coevolution account of the evolution of cooperation and morality as follows:


  

    Culturally evolved social environments favor an innate psychology that is suited to such environments . . . a psychology which “expects” life to be structured by moral norms and is designed to learn and internalize such norms, new emotions, such as shame and guilt, which increase the chance the norms are followed, and a psychology which “expects” the social world to be divided into symbolically marked groups. Individuals lacking the new social instincts more often violated prevailing norms and experienced adverse selection. They might have suffered ostracism, been denied the benefits of public goods, or lost points in the mating game. Cooperation and group identification in intergroup conflict set up an arms race that drove social evolution to ever greater extremes of in-group cooperation.15


  


  It is important to recognize that later-evolved “tribal instincts” did not replace the more primitive instincts that early humans possessed, such as those that induced them to behave in domineering ways and to favor friends and relatives. The later-evolved instincts were superimposed on the earlier ones in a Russian doll manner. We are able to function in the nested sets of groups in our societies because we possess a nested set of brain mechanisms that evolved to enable us to function optimally in the social orders of groups that are similar to the small hierarchical groups formed by our ancient primate ancestors, the larger egalitarian groups formed by our hunter-gatherer ancestors, and the very large groups formed by our more recent ancestors. We have created institutions that enable us to reap the benefits of large-scale cooperation in large groups, but within these institutions, we inevitably experience conflicts between early-evolved, old brain nepotistic and hierarchical “command and control” urges and later-evolved cooperative tribal instincts. For example, although we value equality, we are disposed to favor our friends and relatives, to dominate underlings, and to obey powerful leaders. As a result, our societies contain delicate and fragile compromises between social orders that are upheld by primitive instincts and social orders that are upheld by later-evolved tribal instincts.


  Pinker’s Account of the Expansion and Refinement of Morality


  Focusing on the decline of violence, the Harvard evolutionary psychologist Steven Pinker has advanced an explanation for the expansion and refinement of morality in modern times that complements the one advanced by Richerson and Boyd. Pinker suggests that changes in conceptions of morality stem from changes in the social structures of societies, the creation of governments, and the expansion of systems of cooperation across states and nations. When people banded together to form city-states, they created laws and norms supported by state-administered sanctions that specified the rights and duties of citizens—what people owed their societies in return for the benefits they received. Cooperative trading and international commerce expanded people’s ability to benefit from exchanges of goods and services with people from other nations and increased the value of peaceful exchanges. People’s definitions of their ingroups expanded as people became more cosmopolitan and secular. Groups that cooperated with one another fared better than groups that behaved selfishly and aggressively. The number of wars decreased. Pervasive changes in moral norms occurred in the seventeen and eighteenth centuries during what has been called “the humanitarian revolution.” Increasingly large groups of people embraced the idea that all people (and some animals) deserve to be treated humanely and that those who violate the law deserve to be treated fairly. Cooperation among nations increased significantly during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


  Associated with advances in civilization, people came to be exposed to an increasingly broad range of information about differences among people and their values, which were made available by inventions such as the printing press, radio, television, and the Internet. In contrast to people who lived relatively cloistered lives in small villages containing members who were taught the same set of moral norms, most modern humans are exposed a wide array of different ideas. Exposure to cultural diversity can induce us to realize that the moral norms and beliefs we learned from our parents and other members of our ingroups are not the only options. Most of us are exposed to a much broader range of perspectives than those to which our great grandparents were exposed. When we read books, watch TV, attend to social media, and travel to other countries, we see things from the points of view of people who are different from us, and often more disadvantaged. Exposure to different perspectives, a wide range of moral issues, and competing conceptions of morality generate inconsistencies that require cognitive effort to resolve. The process of sorting through alternative conceptions of morality, deciding which ones seem most appealing, and putting them together in coherent ways may endow us with unique sets of moral beliefs.


  In addition to these sources of change, Pinker endorses an “escalator of reason” account similar to those I will discuss in Chapter 9. Pinker adduces evidence that we are getting smarter and smarter each generation and argues that increases in reasoning ability enable us to appreciate the value of impartial and universal moral reasoning by sensitizing us to the inconsistencies produced by self-serving parochial moral judgments. As I will explain, we are motivated to resolve self-serving inconsistencies for two main reasons—because such inconsistencies engender cognitive dissonance, and because they hinder mutually beneficial resolutions of conflicts of interest. The ability to engage in impartial moral reasoning enables us to derive principles such as the Golden Rule that uphold systems of cooperation that advance our ultimate interests. In this sense, reason is the source of “enlightenment” in “enlightened self-interest.”


  Summary


  For millions of years, our primate ancestors lived in relatively small hierarchical groups similar to those formed by existing apes; however, as the human species diverged from other primate species, early humans formed egalitarian groups similar to those of contemporary hunters and gatherers. Relatively recently in evolutionary time, human societies underwent a set of transformations from egalitarian hunter-gatherer groups to larger bands and tribal coalitions, and then to even larger hierarchically organized city-states and nations. Most modern humans are members of a nested set of groups, some organized in hierarchical ways and others organized in egalitarian ways. We invoke relatively primitive forms of cooperation mediated by structures in our “old brains” when we interact with others in the relatively small groups that are similar to the groups formed by our primate ancestors, but we invoke significantly more complex and indirect forms of cooperation mediated by more recently evolved structures in our “new brains” in the larger groups to which we belong.


  The expansion and refinement of human societies and morality during the past 100,000 years occurred so rapidly that it must have been caused by a runaway process such as cumulative cultural evolution that builds upon itself exponentially. Evolutionary anthropologists such as Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd have offered persuasive evidence that the increasingly large groups formed by humans during the past 12,000 years or so were defined in terms of shared culture and that social interactions were guided by culturally transmitted norms and values. Groups that adopted cooperative norms fared better than groups that adopted more selfish norms, mediating the rapid evolution of cooperative moral norms. Conformity augmented this process. In order for cooperative groups to prevail, ways had to be found to prevent cheaters from prospering—a problem that continues to plague civilized societies.


  Evolutionary anthropologists have advanced gene-culture coevolution theories that posit that changes in early human environments increased the value of genetic mutations that enabled our ancestors to create and refine culture (through trial-and-error learning, with the help of intelligence) and to convey cultural knowledge to members of their groups and to ensuing generations (mediated by social learning and language). Early humans who inherited these genetic mutations fared better than those who did not, mediating the rapid expansion of culture. Aspects of culture created by humans produced significant changes in their physical, social, and moral environments, and these changes increased the adaptive value of mental mechanisms that enabled people to benefit from them. All of this occurred in an explosive exponential manner: the biological selection of mental mechanisms that enabled people to create and transmit culture mediated cultural evolution, and cultural evolution created changes in environments that affected the biological evolution of traits than enabled people to adapt to these changes.


  With respect to the evolution of morality, the creation of cultural norms promoting cooperation produced social environments that favored the selection of moral traits that enabled people to adapt to these environments and reap the benefits of cooperation—traits such as those that induced individuals to identify with increasingly large groups, to uphold the increasingly complex cooperative social orders of these groups, to internalize new moral norms and preach them to others, to resist the temptation to behave selfishly and cheat, and to punish cheaters. Groups that contained members who inherited psychological traits that induced them to cooperate and uphold their groups outcompeted groups containing more selfish and individualistic members, promoting the evolution of moral traits. Within cooperative groups, immoral individuals were less likely than moral individuals to survive and to reproduce offspring who inherited their immoral traits. However, culturally evolved traits did not replace more primitive, biologically evolved instincts—they evolved on top of them in an additive-inclusive manner.


  


  




  


  

  Part II


  Psychological Approaches to Morality


  In this section of the book, I will present the main approaches to morality advanced by psychologists—social learning theory, cognitive-developmental theory, and dual-process theory—evaluate them, and explain how they can be expanded and refined by viewing the sources of morality they feature as evolved mental mechanisms.
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  Psychological Accounts of Morality


  Like most people from the Western world, I grew up assuming that newborns are born bad, or at best amoral, but that they can be taught to be good by their parents and other members of their societies. It seemed to me that children learned ideas such as “You should obey your mother and father,” “You should keep your promises,” and “It is bad to lie, cheat and steal” from their parents and other authoritative people in their lives, and that these people taught them to behave themselves by rewarding them when they were good, punishing them when they were bad, and setting good examples. It also seemed to me that people could increase their moral knowledge by internalizing the ideas advanced by experts such as sage people in their lives, religious mentors, and moral philosophers. Such “folk psychology” conceptions of morality have been formalized by psychologists in terms of social learning, and by sociologists and anthropologists in terms of the internalization of moral norms.


  Social Learning Theory


  Clearly, there is a great deal of merit in social learning accounts of morality. All cultures contain moral norms that adults teach to children. Children sometimes swallow these ideas whole without digesting them, and when called upon to produce such knowledge, they regurgitate it automatically without much deliberation. Consider how old most children are before they question whether Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy are real. (Of course, they have a vested interest in sustaining such beliefs!) There can be no question that children behave themselves in order to avoid punishment and in order to obtain the approval of those they respect and admire. And there is no question that children learn to be moral by copying the moral behavior of their parents and other adults.


  

  Limitations of Social Learning Accounts of Morality


  The merits of social learning accounts of human morality notwithstanding, I came to believe that although they tell a good story, they omit important chapters and fail to deliver an adequate ending. Let me identify four limitations. First, social learning accounts do not begin at the beginning. Although they may begin at the beginning of the lives of children who are taught by their parents and other adults, they fail to explain how those who teach the children acquired the moral ideas that they preach to them. Social learning theorists could respond by asserting that parents acquire their morals from their parents, who acquire them from their parents, who acquire them from their parents, and so on back through the generations, but this leaves a very important question unanswered, namely how did the first parents to preach morals to their children acquire them? Social learning explains how moral knowledge is transmitted from generation to generation, but this process fails to explain how people created the knowledge in the first place. In order to repeat something someone says, someone has to say it. A similar point can be raised at a behavioral level with respect to the imitation of moral conduct and at a cultural level with respect to moral norms—someone has to do something good in order for someone else to copy it, and someone has to create a moral norm before it can be transmitted to others. In addition, we know that contemporary parents do not preach the same morals to their children as their grandparents preached to their parents or that our ancient ancestors preached to their children. What is the source of such changes?


  Second, social learning accounts of morality portray children (and adults) as relatively passive recipients of moral ideas that are poured or stamped into them by others. It is easy to assume that teaching children morals is akin to teaching them other things, such as the capital of Norway or the meaning of ennui. Adults who have acquired moral knowledge from others pass it on to children. However, all parents know that there is something wrong with this picture. Although children may be inclined to accept some forms of moral knowledge without much resistance, they often challenge their parents and other adults, arguing with them and rejecting ideas that they do not like, such as their obligation to do their chores. Children are selective about the ideas they accept, and they advance their own points of view. The same point applies to imitation of moral behavior—children are selective about the people they imitate and the kinds of behaviors they copy. Relations between children and adults may be rife with disputes, and a substantial portion of their interactions may be devoted to the resolution of conflicts. Why?


  Third, the similarities between the moral knowledge possessed by adults and the moral knowledge possessed by children may be more apparent than real, because even when young children parrot things that their parents and other adults say, they often conceptualize them in different ways. Young children’s conceptions of morality are significantly less sophisticated than those of their parents. For example, as observed by the brilliant Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget almost a century ago, when children are young, they are inclined to think that a character in a vignette who claims that he saw a dog that was as big as a cow is naughtier than a character who lies about the marks he received in school, even though few, if any, parents would preach such ideas to their children.1 In the same way that we know that there is more to the acquisition of language than mindless imitation (i.e., parents do not say things like “She goed to the store”), we know that there is more to the acquisition of moral knowledge than mindless social learning. This point was made strongly by Jeffrie Murphy in a book called Evolution, Morality, and the Meaning of Life. Murphy asked, “Is it reasonable to regard morality as nothing but a set of internalized parental commands?” His answer:


  

    Surely not. Part of the moral beliefs of any mature adult will, of course, be in some sense shadowy remnants of childhood commands. But we would regard as a moral imbecile—a moral child, actually—someone whose moral outlook consisted solely of such imitative responses. It is part of our concept of a morally mature person that such a person questions some accepted prohibitions, uses his reason to inquire into justifications for them, and retains them only if he can see for himself that they have merit. . . . For most actual human beings, their morality will consist of some uncritically accepted commands (derived from parents and culture) and some critically thought out beliefs they have arrived at (or at least decided to keep) on their own by a process of critical, rational reflection.2


  


  Finally, social learning accounts of the acquisition of moral knowledge fail to answer important why questions. Why do parents (and others) preach moral ideas to children? Why do children accept some of the ideas that others preach to them, but reject others? Why do children imitate their parents and other adults? Why do societies develop moral norms, and why do people internalize these norms?


  

  Cognitive Developmental Theory


  I came to question the explanatory power of social learning accounts of how children acquire moral knowledge when I was in graduate school taking a course on moral development from Lawrence Kohlberg—a professor who became one of the most influential developmental psychologists of the twentieth century. I admired Kohlberg’s creative intelligence and was heartbroken when, shortly after I returned from a trip to the East Coast to attend a conference he was sponsoring, I learned that he walked into the icy cold waters of Boston Harbor to take his life.


  Kohlberg was ruthlessly critical of social learning accounts of how children acquire moral knowledge. He pointed out that many of the people whom we hold up as moral exemplars do not conform to conventional conceptions of morality. Rather, they are autonomous nonconformists who advance original ideas that differ from those that their parents preached to them and from the norms of their societies. He asserted that most moral philosophers believe that the only legitimate source of moral knowledge is moral reasoning, arguing that, even as children, we invoke moral reasoning to solve moral problems. We interpret the information we receive from our social worlds, think about it, and derive our own inferences. As we grow older, we develop increasingly good moral reasoning abilities, which we use to construct increasingly sophisticated conceptions of morality, and we use our heads to evaluate the ideas expressed by others. Kohlberg and other psychologists who adopted what came to be called the cognitive-developmental approach to morality viewed people, including children, as budding philosophers of ethics who use their reasoning powers to deduce moral decisions.


  In the late 1950s Kohlberg launched a PhD project aimed at testing the hypothesis that children go through stages of moral development defined by increasingly sophisticated conceptions of morality. He recruited a group of young boys and asked them to respond to a set of moral dilemmas such as the following:


  

    A woman was near death from a special kind of cancer. There was one drug that the doctors thought might save her. It was a form of radium that a druggist in the same town had recently discovered. The drug was expensive to make, but the druggist was charging ten times what the drug cost him to produce. He paid $200 for the radium and charged $2,000 for a small dose of the drug. The sick woman’s husband, Heinz, went to everyone he knew to borrow the money, but he could only get together about $1,000, which is half of what it cost. He told the druggist that his wife was dying and asked him to sell it cheaper or let him pay later. But the druggist said: “No, I discovered the drug and I’m going to make money from it.” So Heinz got desperate and broke into the man’s laboratory to steal the drug for his wife. Should Heinz have broken into the laboratory to steal the drug for his wife? Why or why not?


  


  Kohlberg was not particularly interested in the choices that the boys made in response to the dilemmas he gave them—choices such as whether Heinz should steal the drug. He was interested in the boys’ answers to his follow-up “why” questions—the kinds of reasons the boys invoked to justify their moral decisions.


  After recording the boys’ responses to his dilemmas, Kohlberg and his colleagues followed the boys up, retesting them every three years for some twenty years. Kohlberg and his colleagues compared the conceptions of morality the boys espoused when they were young to the conceptions they espoused as they got older in response to the same or an equivalent set of moral dilemmas. These researchers found that as the boys developed, they gave increasingly sophisticated reasons to support their choices. For example, when the boys were young, they gave reasons such as “Heinz should not steal the drug because stealing is bad, and he could go to jail.” As they got older, they gave reasons such as “Heinz should steal the drug for his wife because he owes it to his wife to pay her back for all that she has done for him.” As adolescents, they said things like “Heinz should care for his wife and treat her like he would want to be treated in her place.” As adults, they made judgments such as “Heinz should not steal the drug because upholding laws that support the social order of societies is more moral than upholding marriage vows,” and “Heinz should steal the drug because the value of life outweighs the value of law.”


  Based on the results of his research, Kohlberg concluded that children do not acquire moral knowledge bit by bit, as many learning theorists asserted. Instead, their ideas about morality are integrated in overriding mental frameworks that undergo several qualitative changes as they develop, defining increasingly advanced stages of moral development. (In order, the reasons cited would be classified as Stages 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5.).Kohlberg believed that the process of thinking about morality, solving moral problems, and making moral decisions induces children and adults to develop increasingly sophisticated mental mechanisms for processing moral information and deriving moral judgments, which enables them to produce increasingly advanced forms of moral knowledge. Kohlberg called these mental mechanisms “structures of moral reasoning.” Structures of moral reasoning enable people to solve increasingly complex moral problems and to offer increasingly sophisticated reasons for their moral judgments.


  Kohlberg believed that as people progress through stages of moral development, they become increasingly prone to invoke the forms of moral reasoning that define the new stage they are moving into until eventually the more mature forms displace the less mature forms, endowing people with one overriding way of analyzing moral problems and making moral decisions. If you were in Stage 1, Kohlberg would expect you to invoke Stage 1 structures of moral reasoning to derive virtually all of your moral decisions, and when you reach Stage 2, Kohlberg would expect you to derive most of your moral decisions from Stage 2 structures of moral reasoning, and so on. Clearly, Kohlberg and his colleagues were on to something. We know from experience that children think about moral issues in simpler and less rational ways than most adults do. Stage 2 moral principles such as “You should get even” seem less sophisticated (and, therefore, in Kohlberg’s view less moral) than Stage 3 principles such as “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”


  Personally, Kohlberg was an inspirational person. I was intrigued by his approach—perhaps due to his charisma but also, I think, because I viewed his model as hopeful, progressive, and equipped to redress some of the problems with early social learning accounts of moral development. Clearly, there is more to moral knowledge than the passive internalization of parental injunctions and cultural norms. People play an active role in developing their own moral knowledge, and people tend to become increasingly knowledgeable as they develop. In addition, I was attracted to the idea that the essence of morality lies in the ability to reason. As a university student, I valued reason, which I viewed as an ability that could—and should—be cultivated. I read books on moral philosophy because I thought that understanding the complexities of morality would make me a more moral person.


  Many scholars have endorsed the general idea that reason is the primary source of morality and moral development.3 For example, the Yale psychologist Paul Bloom asserted that “once a creature is smart enough, impartiality—and an appreciation of moral codes such as the Golden Rule—will emerge as a consequence of this smartness,”4 and the Australian philosopher Peter Singer asserted that “ethical reasoning, once begun, pushes against our initially limited ethical horizons, leading us always toward a more universal point of view. If I claim that what I do is right, while what you do is wrong, I must give some reason other than the fact that my action benefits me (or my kin, or my village) while your action benefits you (or your kin or your village).”5


  Limitations of Kohlberg’s Account of Morality


  I invested a couple of decades of my academic career evaluating Kohlberg’s model of moral development. It seemed that everyone around me believed it was valid, but I felt concerned that most of the evidence supporting it was derived from people’s moral judgments to the hypothetical dilemmas on Kohlberg’s Moral Judgment Interview, such as the Heinz dilemma, obtained in academic settings in response to probing questions. I questioned whether each individual engages in only one overriding form of moral reasoning, or that old forms of moral reasoning are completely replaced by more advanced forms as we develop. It seemed to me that we are inclined to think about different kinds of moral issues in different ways. In particular, I suspected that we are inclined to think about the hypothetical moral dilemmas on Kohlberg’s test in colder, more rational, impartial, analytic, academic, and sophisticated ways than we are to think about the kinds of moral dilemmas that we customarily experience in our everyday lives. It seemed to me that because the dilemmas on Kohlberg’s test contained complex conflicts between moral norms, they challenged those responding to them to do their best thinking, and when they did their best thinking, they invoked the most sophisticated forms of moral reasoning available to them. I questioned whether we do our best thinking when faced with other kinds of moral dilemmas.


  I also questioned whether the justifications that people offer for the moral decisions they make about the dilemmas on Kohlberg’s Moral Judgment Interview in response to interviewers’ “why?” probes correspond to their original reasons for making the decisions.6 I questioned whether people always derive their choices from these forms of reasoning. As I will discuss, other investigators have argued that people derive moral choices from sources other than moral reasoning and then invoke moral reasoning to support them. In the extreme, it seemed possible that the ethical ideas that people expressed when responding to Kohlberg’s hypothetical dilemmas were the product of an intellectual exercise that bore no more relation to the ways in which people make moral judgments in their everyday lives than the musings of moral philosophers bear on whether they would cheat on their partners or help a stranger in an emergency.


  Consistency of Moral Reasoning


  To evaluate Kohlberg’s contention that people tend to be in stages of moral development that are defined by one overriding way of reasoning about moral issues, my colleagues and I conducted a set of studies designed to examine the consistency of moral reasoning across different kinds of moral dilemmas. Although we found that participants in our studies tended to display the same forms of moral reasoning that they displayed on Kohlberg’s test when they made moral judgments about other complex hypothetical dilemmas—especially when they made them in academic contexts—our participants tended to invoke significantly less sophisticated forms of moral reasoning when they make judgments about more familiar kinds of moral dilemmas, such as whether or not to help others in need, to drive after drinking, or to advance their interests in business transactions.7,8,9


  But why? What determines how we think about moral dilemmas? My colleagues and I adopted a functional approach, hypothesizing that we tend to invoke the forms of moral reasoning that are best equipped to help us resolve the moral dilemmas we face. The results of several studies supported this hypothesis. For example, participants tended to respond to dilemmas involving business deals by invoking instrumental (Stage 2) forms of moral reasoning, but to invoke care-oriented (Stage 3) forms of moral reasoning in response to dilemmas involving interpersonal conflicts, and society-upholding (Stage 4) forms of moral reasoning in response to dilemmas involving social issues such as free trade. We concluded that people invoke different forms of moral reasoning to uphold different kinds of social orders and different systems of cooperation.


  In addition to finding that people tend to reason about different kinds of dilemmas in different ways, my colleagues and I found that the social contexts and psychological states in which people made moral judgments can affect the form of their moral reasoning. For example, not surprisingly perhaps, we found that university students invoked more immature forms of moral reasoning when they were drinking at bars and parties than they did in academic contexts.10 We also found that participants in our studies engaged in less sophisticated forms of moral reasoning when they believed they were addressing a businessperson than they did when they believed they were addressing a moral philosopher,11 and that their emotional reactions affected their moral reasoning.12


  The evidence that we obtained from our research on the consistency of moral reasoning led us to conclude that Kohlberg’s Moral Judgment Interview assesses people’s moral competence, but that people often fail to perform at the highest level of competence available to them. We thought that these findings were important because they went against one of the main assumptions of Kohlberg’s theory—that people tend to be “in” particular stages of moral development in which they view all moral issues through the same lens. We concluded that moral reasoning is much more flexible than Kohlberg assumed. People have many eggs in their moral decision-making baskets.


  Faced with evidence from our studies and others, including one of his own,13 Kohlberg acknowledged that “performance factors” may constrain people’s ability to perform at their level of competence. However, he did not seem to appreciate fully the threat that this acknowledgment constituted to his model of morality. Of what significance to moral development is the capacity to make highly sophisticated moral judgments if “performance factors” prevent us from invoking this capacity?


  Real-Life Moral Judgment


  When it came down to it, my colleagues and I were not particularly interested in people’s moral judgments about hypothetical dilemmas. We were interested in how people make moral decisions in their everyday lives. To examine this issue, we compared the forms of moral reasoning that people invoked to derive decisions about the characters in Kohlberg’s hypothetical dilemmas to the forms of moral reasoning that they invoked to derive decisions about the kinds of moral dilemmas they had experienced, or were experiencing, in their lives—dilemmas such as those involving conflicts between parents and children, conflicts between couples, and decisions about resisting temptation, reacting to social pressure, helping someone in need, and responding to transgressions.14


  We found that the participants in our research tended to make real-life moral decisions in different ways from the ways in which they made hypothetical moral decisions. In particular, they tended to invoke less advanced forms of moral reasoning. Other investigators reported similar findings.15 We concluded that although most people are capable of engaging in sophisticated forms of moral reasoning if called upon to do so, they tend to invoke simpler forms of moral reasoning when they are faced with familiar moral dilemmas, and they often make moral decisions without thinking much about the issues in question or engaging in extended bouts of rational deliberation.


  Self-Serving Biases in Moral Judgment


  The moral judgments that people make in response to hypothetical dilemmas like the ones on Kohlberg’s Moral Judgment Interview are third-person moral judgments about others (e.g., “Heinz should steal the drug to save his wife”). However, when we make moral judgments in our everyday lives, we also make second-person judgments about others (e.g., “You should not have cheated on me”) and first-person judgments about ourselves (e.g., “I should not have lied to you”). My colleagues and I found that the real-life moral judgments that people make about themselves and those with whom they interact are often biased in self-serving ways.16


  These findings were not surprising—many studies have found that that we are inclined to process information in ways that favor us, our relatives, and members of our ingroups.17 For example, studies have found that we tend to hold others to higher moral standards than we apply to ourselves; we are more likely to believe that others should sacrifice their interests for our sake than that we should sacrifice our interests for their sake; and we tend to overestimate how much we deserve (our rights) and underestimate how much we owe (our duties), while underestimating how much others deserve and overestimating how much others owe.18 In addition, we tend to overvalue the contributions that we make to others, while undervaluing the contributions that others make to us. We also use moral judgments to justify our immoral acts and blame others for our infractions,19 diminishing our transgressions and excusing our misdeeds, while exaggerating the blameworthiness of our adversaries’ immoral behavior.20 For example, Phil Laird and I found that people tend to attribute misdeeds that they and those with whom they identify commit to external situational pressures (“The devil made me do it; you provoked me”), while attributing the misdeeds of others to internal traits (“He is mean and evil”).21


  The psychologist Kevin MacDonald from California State University (who subsequently became infamous for his anti-Semitic writings) examined research on self-serving biases in moral reasoning and concluded that “reasoning about oneself, one’s relatives, and significant others is done with a different calculus than is reasoning about hypothetical situations.”22 In a similar vein, Jonathan Haidt, whose theory I will examine shortly, reached the following conclusions:


  

    When hypotheses involve one’s moral commitments . . . the empirical findings generally show bias and motivated reasoning.23 People show a strong tendency to search for anecdotes and other “evidence” exclusively on their preferred side of an issue, a pattern that has been called the “my-side-bias. . . . Self-serving motives bias each stage of the hypothesis-testing sequence, including the selection of initial hypotheses, the generation of inferences, the search for evidence, the evaluation of evidence, and the amount of evidence needed before one is willing to make an inference.24


  


  Haidt concluded that when we invoke moral reasoning to make moral decisions, we rarely act like scientists who evaluate evidence logically and fairly; instead, we act like lawyers attempting to win our cases.


  Moral Reasoning and Moral Behavior


  Kohlberg’s account of the acquisition of morality focused on the development of moral reasoning. It seemed to me that this aspect of morality was less important than another aspect, namely moral behavior. What good is moral reasoning if we don’t use it to guide our conduct? I put this question to Kohlberg. He asserted that moral reasoning is a necessary condition for moral behavior because in order to qualify as moral, an act must stem from moral reasoning. Kohlberg argued that the kinds of altruistic behaviors that I and other social psychologists studied, such as donating to charity and intervening in emergencies, could be considered moral only if they were guided by moral principles and aimed at doing the right thing. He also believed that more advanced forms of moral reasoning instilled stronger motives to behave in accordance with the decisions they produced than less advanced forms did, causing him to predict a positive relation between the sophistication of moral reasoning producing a moral decision (i.e., stage of moral development), and the likelihood that the person deriving the decision would behave in accordance with it. To be fair, although Kohlberg insisted that moral reasoning is necessary for moral behavior, he acknowledged that it might not be sufficient, allowing that people may vary in what he called the “ego strength” necessary to act on their moral convictions.


  I could see Kohlberg’s points, but it seemed to be a stretch to assume that our ability to engage in sophisticated forms of moral reasoning about what hypothetical characters facing complex moral dilemmas should do would correspond to the ways in which we actually reasoned when deciding whether or not to behave in moral ways in our everyday lives. I also wondered about the power of a moral decision to engender the motivation to behave in accordance with it. Although there seems to be something incongruous about thinking “I know that I ought to behave in this way, but I don’t feel like doing it,” it seemed to me that deciding what was right is not sufficient to induce us to behave accordingly. I was not persuaded that the only source of moral behavior was moral reasoning. It seemed to me that other sources such as sympathy, courage, and the ability to delay gratification could be involved in the links between moral reasoning, moral judgment, and moral behavior. I found this issue intriguing. To what extent does the ability to understand what one ought to do generate the motivation to behave accordingly? If someone risks his or her life to save another person on the spur of the moment, reflexively, without giving it any thought, does this detract from the morality of the act? Are there sources of morality other than moral reasoning, such as moral emotions? Kohlberg invited me to collaborate on a paper exploring our differences, but he died before we were able to launch this project.25


  As part of our research program evaluating Kohlberg’s account of moral development, my colleagues and I investigated the relation between moral reasoning and moral behavior. Suffice it to say that we did not find a strong or consistent relation between the sophistication of moral reasoning and the probability of behaving in accordance with the decisions it produced. We found that relatively simple forms of moral reasoning were plenty enough to induce people to behave in ways that virtually everyone would consider moral, and that people who displayed the ability to engage in sophisticated forms of moral reasoning on Kohlberg’s test (and therefore were considered to be at high stages of moral development) did not necessarily behave any more morally than those who displayed less advanced forms (though we found that those who displayed very immature forms were prone to behave in immoral ways). When two of Kohlberg’s closest colleagues—Anne Colby and her then-husband William Damon—gave a group of “moral exemplars” Kohlberg’s test, they found that most of them displayed only moderately sophisticated forms of moral reasoning, making mainly Stage 3 and Stage 4 moral judgments. We do not consider people such as Mother Theresa moral because they display high levels of moral reasoning, but rather because they devote their lives to helping others.


  In addition to these findings, we obtained evidence that the causal relation between moral reasoning and moral behavior may work in both directions. In some contexts, people invest considerable energy figuring out what they ought to do, and then act on their decisions, but in other contexts people seem to act first and then bring on moral reasoning to justify their decisions.26 Other investigators found that “individuals who are adept at moral reasoning (i.e., who perform at the higher stages) are better able to provide reasons which rationalize their self-interested actions in a manner that would justify their behavior to other individuals.”27


  Dual-Process Theory


  One of the most interesting findings from our research evaluating Lawrence Kohlberg’s model of moral development was that people often seem to make real-life moral decisions in an automatic manner without expending any effort figuring out what they should do. The idea that we often sense what is right and wrong immediately and forcefully without any apparent deliberation has a long history in philosophy and the social sciences. For example, back in the nineteenth century, the Harvard philosopher John Fiske asserted, “we approve of certain actions and disapprove of certain actions quite instinctively. We shrink from stealing or lying as we shrink from burning our fingers.”28


  In 2001, the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt and his colleagues evaluated the idea that emotional intuitions are a primary source of moral judgment by giving participants in an experiment the following moral dilemma:29


  
Julie and Mark are brother and sister. They are traveling together in France on summer vacation from college. One night they are staying alone in a cabin near the beach. They decide that it would be interesting and fun if they tried making love. At the very least it would be a new experience for each of them. Julie was already taking birth control pills, but Mark uses a condom too, just to be safe. They both enjoy making love, but they decide not to do it again. They keep that night as a special secret, which makes them feel even closer to each other. What do you think about that? Was it OK for them to make love?30




  Most of the participants who responded to this dilemma felt strongly that it would be wrong for the brother and sister to have sex. However, when the participants were asked to justify their decisions, they did not react in the same ways that participants in Kohlberg’s studies reacted. They struggled to produce valid reasons. They said things like “Inbreeding can produce birth defects,” and “The brother and sister would be emotionally scarred for life,” but when the experimenters pointed out that the siblings used birth control and that they did not feel bad about the experience, the participants were at a loss for rational justifications. When pressed, they said things like “I know it is wrong, but I can’t explain why.” Haidt dubbed this phenomenon “moral dumbfounding.”


  Haidt and his colleagues observed similar reactions to other dilemmas such as those involving the morality of eating the family dog after it died and cleaning a toilet with the flag of one’s country. Haidt asserted that we experience “gut reactions” to some kinds of moral dilemmas and derive our moral decisions in emotional and intuitive ways. Endorsing the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume’s position that reason is a “slave of the passions,”31 Haidt went on to suggest that after we make such moral decisions, we may invoke moral reasoning as “a post hoc construction, generated after a judgment has been reached.”32 In an influential article with the catchy title “The Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail: A Social Intuitionist Approach to Moral Judgment,” Haidt presented a great deal of evidence in support of these conclusions.


  We don’t really need psychological research to establish that we make moral decisions in emotional and intuitive ways; we need only reflect on our own experience. As my daughter and I argued in an article on rational and emotional forms of moral decision-making, “Everyone has felt that certain behaviors are right or wrong without giving the matter much thought or weighing the pros and cons of alternative courses of action.” For example, we don’t have to think much to know that it is right to tell the truth and that it is wrong to torture innocent people. “Many of us feel that it is wrong to eat dogs and cats, even though we eat cows and chickens. Many, if not most, arguments about moral issues seem more emotional than rational. If we made moral judgments in rational ways, we should be persuaded by logical and reasonable arguments, but this often does not seem to be the case. For example, moral judgments pertaining to food prohibitions such as eating pork or beef seem impervious to rational arguments against them.”33


  Dual Process Theories of Moral Decision-Making


  How can we resolve the dispute between psychologists such as Lawrence Kohlberg who hold that we make all moral decisions in rational and deliberative ways and psychologists such as Jonathan Haidt who hold that we make some moral decisions in emotional and intuitive ways? In our research on moral reasoning, we obtained evidence that we sometimes make moral decisions in one way, and sometimes in another. These findings are consistent with a spate of evidence supporting “dual-process” theories of decision-making. Dual-process theorists hold that people may make decisions in two quite different ways, which they have labeled “Type 1” decision-making and “Type 2” decision-making. Type 1 decision-making has been described as emotional, intuitive, fast, automatic, unconscious, frugal, contextualized, and domain specific. Type 2 decision-making has been described as rational, reflective, deliberative, slow, conscious, controlled, effortful, abstract, rule based, logical, and domain general. As you would expect, investigators have found that Type 2 decision-making is positively related to cognitive ability, but Type 1 decision-making is not.34


  In the early 2000s, the philosopher-psychologist-neuroscientist Joshua Greene, now at Harvard, and his colleagues tested the hypothesis that people make moral decisions in the two ways identified by dual-process theorists by asking participants to respond to a type of hypothetical moral dilemma called a trolley dilemma that moral philosophers have used extensively to investigate moral judgment.35 There are many kinds of trolley dilemmas. Greene and his colleagues focused on the following two:


  


  

    Switch Dilemma: There is a trolley coming down the tracks and ahead there are five people tied to the tracks who are unable to move. The trolley will continue coming and will kill the five people. There is nothing you can do to rescue the five people except that there is a switch. If you pull the switch, the train will be directed to another track, which has one person tied to it. You have two choices:


    (a) Do nothing and the five people will die.


    (b) Pull the switch and save the five people, and one person will die.


  


  

    Footbridge Dilemma: There is a trolley coming down the tracks and ahead there are five people tied to the tracks who are unable to move. The trolley will continue coming and will kill the five people. However, in this situation, you are standing on a footbridge above the train tracks and you can see the train coming. There is a man standing next to you who is so enormous and heavy that if he places himself in front of the oncoming train, it will hit and kill him, but the train will stop. So you have two choices:


    (a) Do nothing and the five people will die.


    (b) Push the big guy off the bridge. He will be killed but will stop the trolley and save the five people.


  


  Greene found that most participants responded to the Switch Dilemma by saying that it would be right to pull a switch to save five lives, but they responded to the Footbridge Dilemma by saying that it would be wrong to push a large man onto the tracks to achieve the same effect. This finding has been replicated over and over again—you can take it to the bank. However, when you think about it, it is perplexing because although both versions of the dilemma ask the same basic question—is it ethical to kill one person to save five—most people reach a different decision about each one.


  Greene hypothesized that the reason that people respond differently to the two trolley dilemmas is because they use their (Type 2) powers of reasoning to figure out how to promote the greatest good for the greatest number in the Switch Dilemma (as cognitive-developmental psychologists such as Kohlberg would predict), but they experience a negative (Type 1) emotional reaction to the idea of pushing a heavy man off the footbridge (as emotional-intuitive theorists such as Haidt would predict). To evaluate this hypothesis, Greene and his colleagues scanned the brains of participants while they responded to the two dilemmas. Greene found that brain structures known to mediate Type 2 rational processes36 lit up when participants were making judgments about the Switch Dilemma, whereas brain structures known to produce Type 1 emotional reactions37 lit up when participants were making judgments about the Footbridge Dilemma.38 These findings suggest that participants derived their judgments about the Switch Dilemma in more rational, controlled, and deliberate ways than they derived their judgments about the Footbridge Dilemma. Although Greene’s study could be criticized because the Footbridge Dilemma is too hypothetical and improbable to evoke strong emotional reactions, Greene could counter that we would expect even stronger effects when people make more emotionally charged decisions in their everyday lives.


  If normal people possess two brain systems that enable them to derive moral judgments in two ways, then we would expect people who have suffered damage to one of the brain systems to be deficient in making the kinds of moral judgments generated by that system. In a study designed to test Greene’s dual-process theory, a group of researchers led by M. F. Mendez from the University of California at Los Angeles presented the two types of dilemma to patients with frontotemporal dementia, a neurological disorder that damages emotional decision-making structures in the brain, blunts emotional reactions, and induces patients to behave in antisocial ways.39 The brain-damaged patients in Mendez’s study responded to the Switch Dilemma in the same way that most people do, saying that it would be right to pull the switch to save five lives. However, these patients behaved differently from most people in response to the Footbridge Dilemma, saying that it would be right to push the large man off the footbridge to stop the trolley. These results suggest that the brain damage in question inhibited the kind of emotional reactions that induce most people to feel it would be wrong to push a large man onto a railway track.


  The findings from Mendez’s study would not have surprised the eminent neuroscientist Antonio Damasio from the University of Southern California, who conducted ground-breaking research on patients with damage to the structures in their brains that mediate emotional decision-making.40 Damasio found that although these patients performed well on reasoning tests, they made poor moral decisions in their everyday lives, failing to abide by moral norms and behaving in selfish, irresponsible, uncaring, and antisocial ways.41 Damasio concluded that such behaviors stemmed from a deficit in emotional responsiveness. People afflicted with these brain injuries understood the difference between right and wrong—they did not suffer a deficit in their Type 2 ability to derive moral judgments in rational ways, and they probably would have performed well on Kohlberg’s test of moral development—but they did not feel the difference, because they did not experience moral emotions in the same way that normal people do.


  In interpreting these and other findings, Joshua Greene likened the brain systems that produce emotional and rational moral decisions to cameras with automatic and manual modes.42 The automatic mode enables us to take pictures in quick and easy ways with just a push of a button; whereas the manual mode allows us to adjust the camera’s settings in order to refine the process. Each process has advantages and disadvantages. Although the automatic mode is quick and efficient, it is relatively inflexible. Although the manual mode is more flexible, it is slower and less efficient.


  Greene argued that the Type 1 brain systems that mediate emotional and intuitive moral decision-making are analogous to the automatic mode. We do not choose to experience emotions in the way in which we choose, for example, to deduce solutions to complex problems; rather, emotional reactions and intuitions come over us involuntarily and automatically. Such processes provide us with quick and efficient reactions to common problems experienced by people and anticipated by the designer of the neural system (natural selection), but these reactions are relatively crude and inflexible.


  In contrast, the Type 2 brain systems that produce rational reactions are analogous to the manual mode. Although it takes more effort to reason through problems, Type 2 processes are more flexible and better equipped than Type 1 processes to produce refined conclusions. People may invoke reason to make decisions about problems that do not trigger automatic emotional reactions and intuitions, or they may invoke reason to override automatic reactions when making moral decisions with significant consequences. Greene and other researchers have adduced evidence that people take more time to make rational moral decisions (for example, when responding to the Switch Dilemma) than to make emotional decisions (for example, when responding to the Footbridge Dilemma), and that people’s tendency to make rational decisions diminishes when they are using their rational faculties to solve other problems in conditions involving what cognitive scientists call “high cognitive load.”43


  Greene and Haidt tend to view moral intuitions as emotionally based gut reactions. Some critics have questioned this assumption, advancing evidence that moral intuitions need not stem from emotional sources. When people ask, “What does your gut tell you?” they are not necessarily treating your “gut” as a source of emotions. Researchers have found that people often derive moral judgments quickly and automatically, in seemingly intuitive ways, from rules of thumb or “moral heuristics.” For example, researchers have found that people are prone to think that it is worse to do something that causes a bad outcome such as killing a person (by, for example, pushing him or her off a bridge) than it is to fail to do something that could prevent this outcome (for example, standing back and watching a person jump off a bridge): People tend to judge acts of commission more harshly than they judge acts of omission.


  Why Do People Make Moral Decisions in Different Ways?


  I believe that we can conclude with a high degree of certainty that we are able to make moral decisions in several ways. We experience a sense of right and wrong intuitively and emotionally; we are able to derive moral judgments from several forms of moral reasoning, and we are able to acquire moral knowledge from other people. If we possess the capacity to make moral decisions in all these ways, we need to find out what induces us to invoke one decision-making process, and not another. Why do people sometimes parrot the moral ideas of others, but think for themselves on other occasions? Why do people make moral decisions about Haidt’s incest scenario and Greene’s Footbridge Dilemma in Type 1 emotional and intuitive ways, but make moral decisions about the moral dilemmas on Kohlberg’s test and the Switch Dilemma in Type 2 rational ways? Under what conditions do we make moral judgments in quick and automatic ways, and under what conditions do we deliberate about moral issues and derive decisions in more deliberate and reflective ways?


  Another question that arises from evidence that people acquire moral knowledge in different ways pertains to the relations among the sources. Is each source self-contained and independent of the others? Do different sources compete with one another for dominance? Do different sources blend with one another or interact in other ways to influence moral decisions? In some situations, we seem to experience a strong intuition favoring a particular moral choice, but force ourselves, or succumb to pressure from others, to reflect on whether it is the most moral option in the circumstances. In other situations, we seem to derive moral judgments from reasoning, but feel somehow that they are not right. At present, scientists have not figured out the relations between emotional and rational processes or the ways in which each of them contributes to moral decision-making. It is unclear whether we possess a mental mechanism or mechanisms (a moral sense or moral senses) that induce us to classify some of the things we do (and perhaps some of the things we think and feel) as right or wrong, which in turn causes us to experience particular emotional reactions, or whether we experience emotional reactions that induce us to form moral judgments. What comes first: the idea that we transgressed, or feelings of guilt—thoughts or emotions—or do they occur simultaneously?


  Summary


  Psychologists have advanced three main theories of morality. Each theory helps explain some aspects of morality but fails to explain others. It is clear that we possess several mental mechanisms that produce moral decisions. However, it is not clear why or what causes us to invoke one form of moral decision-making or another. What is missing in psychology is a framework, or overriding umbrella equipped to integrate psychological accounts in coherent ways, explain how we acquired more than one way of making moral decisions, and offer an explanation for why.


  


  




  


  

  9


  Reframing Psychological Theories of Morality


  Viewing the puzzle of morality from an evolutionary perspective enables us to assemble the pieces produced by psychologists, put them together in coherent ways, and, when necessary, modify them to produce better fits with the pieces contributed by others. In short, evolutionary theory enables us to refine and expand psychological approaches, resolve their inconsistencies, and increase their explanatory power. I will focus on the ways in which an evolutionary framework can contribute to the refinement of the most prominent three psychological theories of morality discussed in the previous chapter, but I believe that it is equipped to refine all theories of morality. Other writers have explained how psychoanalytic models of morality can be reconceptualized profitably in evolutionary terms.1 I illustrated ways in which evolutionary theory has contributed to the accounts of morality advanced by cultural anthropologists in Chapters 6 and 7.


  Reframing Social Learning Accounts of Morality


  To understand fully the role that social learning plays in moral development, we need to recognize that the mental mechanisms that mediate social learning evolved because they helped early humans solve adaptive problems. In The Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins explains why learning mechanisms have evolved in so many species. He begins by pointing out that the adaptive value of instinctive, hard-wired, “genetically determined” behaviors is limited because the environmental stimuli that activate them may change within and between generations faster than the genes that regulate them can evolve to accommodate to these changes. Dawkins argues that the process of natural selection has overcome this problem by selecting genes that are programmed in ways that enable animals to adapt their behavior to changing environmental conditions:


  
One way for genes to solve the problem of making predictions in rather unpredictable environments is to build in a capacity for learning. Here the program may take the form of the following instructions to the survival machine [i.e., to the animal]: “Here is a list of things defined as rewarding: sweet taste in the mouth, orgasm, mild temperature, smiling child. And here is a list of nasty things: various sorts of pain, nausea, empty stomach, screaming child. If you should happen to do something that is followed by one of the nasty things, don’t do it again, but on the other hand repeat anything that is followed by one of the nice things.” The advantage of this sort of programming is that it greatly cuts down the number of detailed rules that have to be built into the original program; and it is also capable of coping with changes in the environment that could not have been predicted in detail.2




  As expressed by the University of Pittsburgh evolutionary psychologists Steven Gaulin and Donald McBurney, “the most useful way to think about learning is not as an alternative to evolved behavior patterns. Learning occurs . . . because some kinds of behavior lead to higher fitness if they are molded to fit current environmental conditions.”3


  Earlier, I alluded to the most pervasive law of learning—called “the principle of reinforcement” or “the law of effect.” According to this law, “responses that produce a satisfying effect in a particular situation become more likely to occur again in that situation, and responses that produce a discomforting effect become less likely to occur again in that situation.”4 Put another way, we and other animals tend to repeat behaviors that are followed by rewards and to inhibit behaviors that are followed by punishments. I pointed out that we invoke this law when we administer sanctions during strategic interactions. For example, parents and others teach children to be moral by controlling the conditions that govern the payoffs for their behaviors, rewarding them when they behave in moral ways and punishing them when they behave in immoral ways: “Spare the rod and spoil the child.”


  Note the parallels between the principle of reinforcement and the principle of natural selection. The mental mechanisms that induce animals to behave in ways that produce genetically beneficial (i.e., rewarding) effects tend to be selected and transmitted to future generations (i.e., to occur again), whereas the mental mechanisms that induce animals to behave in ways that produce genetically costly (i.e., punishing) effects tend to become less likely to occur again in future generations. Evolutionary biologists and psychologists use the term “extinction” to describe the process of stamping out, or “unlearning,” unrewarding behaviors.


  The psychological version of the principle of reinforcement leaves a critically important question unanswered, namely why are some effects rewarding and others punishing? Why do “sweet taste in the mouth” and “orgasm” make people feel good, whereas “empty stomach” and “screaming child” make people feel bad? Evolutionary theory offers an answer to this question, namely that effects that increased early humans’ chances of surviving, reproducing, and propagating their genes are accompanied by positive feelings, and effects that diminished early humans’ chances of surviving, reproducing, and propagating their genes are accompanied by negative feelings. It hurts when you burn your hand, break a limb, or experience social rejection. Research has revealed that withdrawing love from children when they misbehave is an effective way of inducing most children to change their behavior. The reason, from an evolutionary perspective, is because children’s biological welfare is dependent on the good graces of those who care for them. Evolutionary theory also helps explain why effects that we would expect to be rewarding sometimes fail to reinforce behaviors, and why effects we would expect to be punishing do not always work. As an example, neglected children may find the attention they get from their parents when they are disciplined more biologically beneficial than the physical pain they experience in the process, if for no other reason than that it reassures them that their parents know they exist.


  Some learning theorists have asserted that the mental mechanisms governing learning are general-purpose mechanisms that govern all forms of learning and function in essentially the same ways in all animals (and in some plants!). If you could look inside your mind, would you find one general program for learning everything in the same way, or would you find a bunch of more specific programs customized to enable you to learn different things in different ways? With respect to morality, for example, do you think that people learn to help others in the same way in which they learn to keep promises or to resist the temptation to cheat? Would you expect it to be equally easy to teach people to uphold all moral norms? Would it be as easy to teach people to help strangers as it would be to teach them to help their friends and relatives? Evolutionary theory suggests that the learning mechanisms that have evolved in humans and in other animals should be designed in ways that best enable them to solve the particular adaptive problems they faced in early environments at the least cost. If you can adapt a learning mechanism that evolved to solve one kind of adaptive problem to solve other kinds of adaptive problems, great; however, if not, you would be better off acquiring mechanisms designed in more customized ways.


  Like the mental mechanisms that enable animals to adapt to their environments through individual forms of learning, the mental mechanisms that enable animals to adapt to their environments through social learning—that is to say, learning from others and copying their behaviors—evolved because they helped the ancestors of these animals adapt to their environments, survive, reproduce, and propagate their genes. The father of social learning theory, Albert Bandura acknowledged the adaptive value of imitation, or as he called it, modeling: “Because people can learn approximately what to do through modeling before they perform any behavior, they are spared the costs and pain of faulty effort. The capacity to learn by observation enables people to expand their knowledge and skills on the basis of information exhibited and authored by others.”5 Evolutionary anthropologists Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd, whose ideas I discussed earlier, have developed mathematical models outlining the conditions under which social learning pays off better biologically than individual learning does, and vice versa.6 These models have revealed, for example, that social learning tends to pay off when environments are relatively stable, but individual learning tends to pay off when environments change rapidly (because copying behaviors modeled by others that worked in one environment may be maladaptive in other environments).


  In the previous chapter, I argued that social learning and norm-internalization accounts of the acquisition of morality leave several important questions unanswered. Evolutionary theory suggests plausible answers to these questions. With respect to the question of how the moral norms that parents preach to children originated, evolutionary theory suggests that these norms originated as tactics in strategic interactions aimed at inducing children to constrain their selfish urges and to behave in ways that upheld cooperative strategies that fostered their ultimate adaptive interests. Moral norms evolved within groups through a process of selection. Members of early human groups repeated the moral pronouncements that worked—that is, they induced those to whom they were directed to behave in socially acceptable ways—and abandoned those that did not work. Culturally universal moral norms evolved because certain pronouncements, such as “Respect authority,” “Follow the rules,” “Keep your promises,” and “Pay back those who help you” are effective in upholding all social orders. Culturally relative moral norms evolved because, among other reasons, different rules and forms of conduct are adaptive in different environments. Maladaptive moral norms could have evolved in several ways, such as upholding the preferences of powerful leaders.


  Implicit in this explanation for the origin and evolution of moral norms is an answer to the question of why parents preach moral norms to children and why members of groups preach moral norms to one another. People preach moral norms because it is in the adaptive interest of members of groups to induce one another to behave in ways that advance their biological and genetic interests, which usually includes inducing them to uphold the social orders of the groups on which they are dependent for their welfare.


  Evolutionary theory also offers an explanation for why children and adults are selective about the moral norms they espouse and obey, namely because being selective paid off in ancestral environments, just as it does today. People are exposed to all kinds of contradictory ideas. They could not possibly accept them all. To quote David Buss,


  

    because “information” emanating from other individuals in one’s social group is limitless, a potentially infinite array of ideas compete for the limited attention span of humans. Evolved psychological mechanisms in the receivers must sift through this barrage of ideas, selecting only a small subset for psychological reconstruction. The subset that is selectively adopted and internally reconstructed in individuals depends on a foundation of evolved psychological mechanisms.7


  


  It would not make sense to expect mental mechanisms to evolve that inclined individuals to accept ideas and to copy behaviors that consistently jeopardized their biological welfare. Although we would not expect evolved mechanisms to be perfect, we would expect variations that disposed individuals to make decisions that increased their biological welfare to have fared better in the process of natural selection than variations that disposed individuals to make biologically and genetically costly decisions. It follows that we would expect evolved social learning mechanisms to be discriminating in biologically beneficial ways and for individuals to be attentive to confluences and conflicts of interest with those who exhort them to conform to moral norms, and to regulate their reactions accordingly.


  The family contexts in which parents teach children to behave morally are microcosms of larger social groups in which members uphold moral norms. Just as it is in the biological interest of individuals to uphold the systems of cooperation in their groups, it is in the biological interest of parents and children to uphold familial systems of cooperation. Like members of groups who experience conflicts of interest, members of families experience social dilemmas because it often is in their interest to favor themselves and those who possess the greatest promise of advancing their genetic welfare, which may lead them to favor those with whom they share the largest complement of genes and to discriminate against those with whom they share fewer genes, such as their stepchildren and stepsiblings. Conflicts of interest within families precipitate strategic social interactions in which mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, grandparents and grandchildren attempt to induce one another to behave in ways that maximize their biological and genetic benefits (though usually not consciously). The payoffs from the strategies that members of families invoke in social games affect their tendency to favor them, which in turn affects the development of their conceptions of morality.


  In featuring the significance of strategic social interactions within families, evolutionary theory sensitizes us to the fact that social learning is often a two-way process—an insight that has come to be embraced by social learning theorists.8 Children are agents as well as objects, sending as well as receiving persuasive communications. Developmental psychologists such as Jean Piaget have asserted that moral argumentation among peers fosters moral development. So also does moral argumentation between parents and their offspring. Even in infancy, children influence their parents by crying and cooing. Children are evolved to communicate with their parents in ways that foster their own biological welfare, and parents are evolved to respond in a reciprocal manner. Contemporary accounts of the acquisition of conscience that portray the child “as an agent in moral socialization who actively processes parental moral messages” and engages in “discourse” with his or her parents9 are consistent with evolutionary accounts that emphasize the role of strategic interactions in the inculcation of morality.


  When viewed from the perspective of evolution, we would expect the learning that takes place in families to be conditional. For example, we would expect children to behave differently when their parents are absent from how they behave when they are present, and we would not be surprised to find that children adapt the strategies they invoke to the strategies invoked by other members of their families. We might, for example, expect them to behave in one way in the presence of their mothers and in other ways in the presence of their fathers.


  Social learning theorists have conducted hundreds of studies on variables that facilitate and inhibit social learning. This research has revealed that children are most strongly disposed to imitate the behavior of models whom they like and respect, models who are similar to them, successful, competent, and of high status, models who have control over their fates, and models who have a vested interest in their welfare.10 By and large, social learning theorists have reported such findings in a piecemeal, descriptive manner. Evolutionary theory enables us to explain why children (and adults) are selective in the kinds of models they imitate—namely because it is in their adaptive interest to be discriminating. As expressed by evolutionary biologists Mark Flinn and Richard Alexander, the strategies that regulate people’s responses to inputs from others contain decision rules such as “Accept advice and instruction from those with an interest in one’s success” and “View skeptically advice and instruction from those with conflicting interests with regard to the topic being instructed.” We are more strongly disposed to copy moral judgments made by the most admired, respected, successful, powerful, and wise members of our groups than we are to copy the moral judgments of those who do not possess these qualities,11 and we are more strongly inclined to conform to “tried and true” normative judgments that are prevalent in our groups than to embrace deviant alternatives, because these inclinations paid off biologically in early human groups.


  The gene-culture coevolutionary theories that I discussed earlier offer accounts of how social learning processes mediate cultural evolution and how cultural evolution affects and is affected by biological evolution in shaping the norms of societies. These theories offer explanations for changes in moral norms over generations.


  Reframing Cognitive-Developmental Accounts of Moral Development


  At first glance, evolutionary approaches to morality may seem to have little in common with cognitive-developmental approaches such as the one advanced by Lawrence Kohlberg. However, the two approaches are similar in several ways. First, both approaches assume that the mental mechanisms that we use to make moral decisions (which cognitive-developmental theorists call “structures of moral reasoning”) are different from the mental mechanisms that we use to make other kinds of decisions such as how to derive solutions to math problems or how to bolster someone’s self-esteem. Second, both approaches assume that the mental mechanisms that we use to make moral decisions are activated by moral problems such as those that involve conflicts of interest, and that these mental mechanisms are designed in ways that enable us to solve the problems in effective ways. Third, both approaches assume that the outputs of moral decision-making mechanisms (moral judgments and moral behaviors) offer cues to the ways in which these mental mechanisms are designed, and that the primary challenge for those who seek to understand them is to decipher the operating principles, or decision rules, implicit in their output. This process has been called “reverse engineering.” Finally, both approaches attempt to account for how moral decision-making mechanisms change over time.


  Such similarities notwithstanding, evolutionary theorists make significantly different assumptions from cognitive-developmental theorists about how mental structures originate, how they develop, what activates them, and—probably most importantly—the goals they are designed to achieve. Cognitive-developmental theorists assume that structures of moral reasoning develop through the cognitive processes of refining and expanding one’s understanding of morality and that people use these structures to deduce the most moral solutions to moral problems. In contrast, evolutionary theorists assume that moral decision-making mechanisms evolve through genetic variations in brain mechanisms selected in ancestral environments, and that the primary purpose for which they were designed was to help individuals resolve their conflicts of interest in ways that enabled them to maximize their biological benefits from social living.


  Reconceptualizing Stages of Moral Development


  The central claim made in cognitive-developmental accounts of morality is that people normally go through several stages of moral development that are defined by the ability to engage in increasingly sophisticated forms of moral reasoning. Evolutionary theorists do not dispute this claim. Clearly, the ways in which we think about morality normally improve as we grow older. The question is why?


  Cognitive-developmental theorists account for changes in moral decision-making processes in terms of the development of structures of moral reasoning: As we get older, we get smarter and better able to deduce sophisticated solutions to moral problems. Evolutionary theorists do not deny this claim; however, they point out that members of many species undergo qualitative changes as they develop. For example, caterpillars change into butterflies, and human adolescents acquire the ability to reproduce. Evolutionary theorists argue that such changes help animals solve the new adaptive problems they experience when they enter different phases of their life cycles. As is the case with other mammals, the problems faced by young children pertain mainly to survival. When children reach sexual maturity, they face additional problems pertaining to reproduction. As parents, we not only face problems pertaining to our own survival and reproduction but also to the survival and reproduction of our offspring and other members of our families. And as elders, we face additional problems pertaining to upholding our extended families and groups. Note that there is a logical progression in the kinds of problems that we experience as we develop—we must survive in order to reproduce, and we must reproduce in order to tend our offspring.


  With respect to the development of moral decision-making abilities, evolutionary theory leads us to expect people to acquire new structures of moral reasoning in a sequence determined by the types of social problems early humans faced at different phases in their life cycle. From this perspective, the most appropriate way to view the forms of moral reasoning that define Kohlberg’s stages of moral development is as strategies we invoke to adapt to changes in our social worlds. Not only do we get smarter as we get older, we also face different kinds of adaptive challenges at different stages of our lives. Young children develop Stage 1 forms of moral reasoning that dispose them to believe it is right to obey authority because obeying authority is an adaptive strategy for relatively small, weak, and vulnerable individuals who fare poorly in conflicts with those who are more powerful than they are. Older children develop Stage 2 forms of moral reasoning because making deals with their peers is a more adaptive strategy than obeying them. Adolescents develop the kinds of care-oriented, relationship-upholding forms of moral reasoning that define Kohlberg’s Stage 3 because these forms of reasoning help them adapt to emerging social worlds containing romantic relations, coalitions, and long-term friendships.12 Adults develop Stage 4 society-upholding forms of moral reasoning because adults have an investment in the existing social order. As expressed by evolutionary biologist Richard Alexander:


  
I see Kohlberg’s Stage 4 as representing a transition from being primarily a rule-follower to being also concerned with rule-enforcement. This interpretation is consistent with the idea that after having learned and followed the rules one’s self, having invested in the system, and having produced and instructed relatives with whose welfare one is ultimately concerned, there is reproductive value in ensuring that one’s investment is safe, i.e., that the rules do not change.13




  With respect to the highly sophisticated forms of moral reasoning that define the pinnacles of Kohlberg’s hierarchy of moral development (Stages 5 and 6), evolutionary theory directs us to the same conclusion reached by one of Kohlberg’s colleagues, John Gibbs, namely that the forms of reasoning that define Kohlberg’s highest stages are “meta-cognitive” and rarely used by people in their everyday lives.14 Reconceptualized in evolutionary terms, the reason that high-stage structures are “better” or more adequate than low-stage structures is because they prescribe strategies that contain the potential to solve a wider array of social problems and produce greater benefits for all interested parties than lower-stage forms of moral reasoning do. However, even though Stage 5 and Stage 6 forms of moral reasoning prescribe strategies that, if adopted by all people, would maximize their long-term biological welfare, these strategies are idealistic and susceptible to exploitation by cheaters.


  An important implication of this evolutionary analysis of Kohlberg’s stages of moral development is that we would expect adults to invoke the forms of moral reasoning that define Kohlberg’s lower stages in situations in which these forms of reasoning are most adaptive. Thus, for example, we would not be surprised to hear adults make Stage 1 moral judgments when they feel oppressed by powerful authorities, and we would not be surprised to hear them make Stage 2 (“get even”) types of moral judgments when they are engaged in blood feuds and nasty divorces.


  Reconceptualizing the Consistency of Moral Reasoning


  From the perspective of evolutionary theory, we would not expect new structures of moral reasoning to replace older structures as people develop. Rather, we would expect people to retain their old ways of thinking, and to invoke them when they offer the most adaptive ways of solving the moral problems they face. The acquisition of new structures of moral reasoning increases the number of tools available to us and endows us with an increased capacity for flexibility. You don’t need a “Stage 6” jackhammer to drive in a nail; a “Stage 1” clawhammer is plenty sufficient to accomplish this task.


  Accounting for the Domain Specificity of Moral Reasoning


  Earlier, I explained why evolutionary theorists question the contention that all forms of learning are regulated by one “general-purpose” mental mechanism. In a similar vein, evolutionary theorists question Kohlberg’s contention that people possess one dominant structure of moral reasoning that they use to make moral decisions about moral problems in all domains.15 Rather, evolutionary theorists argue that because early humans faced a wide array of moral problems, we would expect a wide array of “domain-specific” moral decision-making mechanisms to have evolved to solve them. If we view moral problems as locks that early humans needed to open in order to survive and to reproduce, then moral decision-making mechanisms equate to the keys that natural selection designed to open the locks.


  Reconceptualizing the Functions of Moral Judgment


  In contrast to cognitive-developmental theorists who focus on the intellectual function of solving hypothetical moral dilemmas, evolutionary theorists focus on the adaptive functions of solving the kinds of moral problems that we experience in our everyday lives—functions such as resolving conflicts of interest in mutually beneficial ways, justifying moral decisions, persuading others to behave in ways that foster our interests, and inducing others to like us.16 Even when people make moral judgments about the hypothetical dilemmas on Kohlberg’s test, they may be motivated to achieve social goals such as making a good impression and meeting the expectations of interviewers. Evolutionary theory helps explain why researchers have failed to find significant relations between the kinds of moral judgments assessed on Kohlberg’s test and samples of moral behavior. The consequences of making moral judgments about what hypothetical characters should do are much different from the consequences of making real-life moral decisions.


  

  Accounting for Biases in Moral Judgment


  Evolutionary theorists are not surprised by evidence that moral reasoning is biased in self-serving ways.17 They expect us to be naturally inclined to engage in impartial moral reasoning only when it contains (or more exactly, contained) the greatest potential to help us solve our adaptive problems, and to be inclined to engage in biased moral reasoning when it better serves our ultimate biological needs.


  Earlier, I argued that during the process of moral argumentation or moral negotiation, each party may constrain the self-serving biases of the other party in order to optimize their outcomes. In addition, evolutionary theory leads us to expect people to constrain their self-serving biases in order to achieve the long-term benefits of moral strategies. Charles Darwin advanced this idea in Descent of Man, arguing that early humans’ capacity to reason enabled them to understand that it is in their ultimate interest to uphold the moral orders of their communities and to figure out which customs are best equipped to help them improve their welfare. Darwin asserted “as the reasoning powers and foresight of the members [of early human groups] became improved, each man would soon learn from experience that if he aided his fellow-men, he would commonly receive aid in return.”18 On this line of thought, the capacity to reason facilitated the evolution of morality by endowing early humans with the ability to figure out that investing in their groups and behaving in moral ways paid off better than more selfish alternatives did—a form of enlightened self-interest. When writers talk about rational self-interest and “economic man,” they are referring to this function.


  Alternatively, consistent with the earlier discussion of the evolution of maladaptive moral behaviors, some evolutionary theorists have suggested that reasoning abilities that originally evolved because they helped early humans solve social problems may “misfire” in modern environments. As expressed by the evolutionary biologist George Williams, “in its boundless stupidity [the] evolutionary process incidentally designed machinery [i.e., reasoning abilities] capable of answering other sorts of questions, such as, is this message one of help or harm for what I really want in the world?”19


  To summarize, evolutionary theory is equipped to redress the main limitations of Kohlberg’s cognitive-developmental approach, encouraging us to view different forms of moral reasoning as tools that people use to solve different kinds of moral problems and to advance their interests in different ways. On the dark side of human nature, we may use moral reasoning to advance our interests at the expense of others, to win moral arguments, to justify self-serving moral judgments and behaviors, and to sully the reputations of our competitors.20 However, on the bright side of human nature, we may invoke moral reasoning to figure out solutions to difficult moral problems, to induce ourselves and others to behave in moral ways, to reach win-win compromises, and to uphold complex systems of cooperation.


  Reframing Dual-Process Accounts of Moral Decision-Making


  The central questions raised by dual-process theories of moral decision-making are (a) why are we able to make moral decisions in more than one way, (b) what causes us to invoke one form of moral decision-making and not another, and (c) how do different forms of moral decision-making interact? I had occasion to ponder these questions when my youngest daughter, Kaleda Denton (who idolized Dawkins when she was in high school), wrote a paper on dual-process models of moral decision-making for a neuroscience course she took at UCLA. After completing the paper, which dealt mainly with the brain structures involved in automatic and controlled forms of moral decision-making, my daughter felt that although research had established that people are able to make moral decisions in at least two qualitatively different ways, it did not offer a satisfying explanation for why. She suspected that evolutionary theory could supply a basis for answering this question and predicting the conditions under which people would invoke automatic and controlled forms of moral decision-making. My daughter and I ended up collaborating on an article exploring this possibility, which was published in Evolutionary Psychological Science.21


  We began by noting that other species—not just primates, but many other social species as well—appear to engage in primitive moral decision-making. Citing the evolutionary anthropologist Scott Oliver Curry, we argued that “by studying these behaviors in other species, we [can] gain insight into the selective forces that produced our own moral system in order to better understand why we make the decisions that we do . . . and how the decisions we make are constrained by evolutionary history.”22 As an example, evolutionary biologists have discovered that negative reactions to inequity occur only in species that form coalitions and routinely engage in cooperative hunting and/or food sharing.


  Researchers have found that the types of social decision-making mediated by primitive brain structures possessed by primates that live in relatively small groups enable them to coordinate their efforts in mutually beneficial ways.23 My daughter and I thought that the primitive (Type 1) emotional intuitive reactions emanating from these structures also could enable humans to make reasonably effective moral decisions in social contexts that are similar to those experienced by contemporary primates and early humans—for example, decisions involving family, friends, and members of small ingroups—so we saw no basis for expecting this form of decision-making to have been weeded out by natural selection. However, we figured that because humans are the only species in which brain structures capable of performing sophisticated forms of (Type 2) moral reasoning such as those studied by cognitive-developmental psychologists (located mainly in the neocortex) have evolved, early humans must have experienced different kinds of moral problems from those experienced by other species, including our primate cousins. In other words, the brain structures that mediate advanced forms of moral reasoning must have evolved for a reason. Based on the high correlation between group size and brain size in social animals, we wondered whether the adaptive problems that mediated the evolution of moral reasoning stemmed from the complex systems of cooperation that evolved in large groups.24 Because individuals must invest a large portion of the calories available to them to develop and maintain a large brain, and because it requires considerable time and mental energy to make controlled decisions, we figured that the capacity to invoke rational thought to solve problems such as those that threatened complex systems of cooperation must have been very beneficial to early humans.


  With respect to the question of why we sometimes make moral decisions in rational ways and other times make moral decisions in emotional ways, my daughter and I followed the lead of theorists such as Joshua Greene from Harvard University and Gerd Gigerenzer from the Max Planck Institute in Germany who suggested that because it is less costly in time, effort, and mental power to operate emotional and intuitive brain systems than it is to operate rational brain systems, we would expect the former to serve as the default system.25 In most situations, it is more efficient to go with our moral intuitions than to expend the mental energy necessary to think issues through. As expressed by Joshua Green:


  

    Nature doesn’t leave it to our powers of reasoning to figure out that ingesting fat and protein is conducive to our survival. Rather, it makes us hungry and gives us an intuitive sense that things like meat and fruit will satisfy our hunger. . . [In a similar vein,] nature doesn’t leave it to us to figure out that saving a drowning child is a good thing to do. Instead, it endows us with a powerful “moral sense” that compels us to engage in this sort of behavior (under the right circumstances). In short, when Nature needs to get a behavioral job done, it does it with intuition and emotion whenever it can.26


  


  When viewed from an evolutionary perspective, we would expect people to invoke primitive intuitive forms of moral decision-making when they encounter the simple kinds of moral problems that these brain systems evolved to solve—problems such as those relating to food, sex, incest, and cleanliness that are created by conflicts of interest over survival and reproduction, and problems created by antisocial behaviors that threaten the cooperative social orders of small groups, such as those involving physical violence, theft, cheating, and pushing people around (and throwing heavy people off footbridges). We would expect primitive decision-making systems to predominate when it is not worth our while to expend the mental energy necessary to derive rational solutions to our problems, or when we anticipate that reason will produce solutions that do not advance our social and biological interests. We would expect the threshold for emotional and intuitive judgments to be lower when we are in highly emotional states and when our rational cognitive abilities are being taxed by other tasks.


  In addition, my daughter and I thought that rational forms of moral decision-making should be triggered by moral problems unique to modern societies that do not correspond to the kinds of adaptive problems experienced by other primates, early humans, or children—problems such as those created by complex systems of cooperation based in indirect reciprocity, international relations, nuclear armament, global warming, and social media. We also thought that rational forms of moral decision-making should be triggered by subtle, nuanced, and ambiguous moral problems, such as those contained in philosophical moral dilemmas and dilemmas that involve conflicts between moral intuitions, moral norms, and moral principles. In addition, we thought that people should be disposed to engage in rational forms of moral decision-making when the benefits of making rational decisions are high, when the costs of deliberation are low, when it is in our adaptive interest to evaluate and question our intuitions, and when we have the time, incentive, and motivation to think things through.


  

  Interactions Between Emotional and Rational Brain Mechanisms


  Although my daughter and I found it helpful to distinguish between Type 1 emotional and Type 2 rational types of moral judgment, we expected future researchers to refine this dichotomy and explicate the ways in which early-evolved brain systems that produce emotional reactions interact with later-evolved brain systems that produce rational reactions to mediate moral decisions. Like other animals, we experience primitive emotional reactions; however, in addition, we possess the ability to exert “top-down” neocortical control over the primitive emotional reactions we experience by invoking executive functions to interpret events in sophisticated ways and to refine our reactions to them. Some cognitive scientists have suggested that rational thinking about particular problems may become habitual or automatic when engaged in repeatedly.27 I will discuss relations between old brain and new brain structures in Chapter 10, when I discuss self-control, and in Chapter 17, when I discuss the evolution of empathy.28


  The Development of Moral Decision-Making Mechanisms


  In our article on the evolution of rational and emotional moral decision-making systems, my daughter and I noted that there is a parallel between the way the brain evolved in the human species and the way the brain develops in children. Primitive brain structures that mediate emotional-intuitive moral judgments do not change much as children develop, whereas more advanced structures such as the neocortex expand a great deal as children grow older, endowing them with increasingly strong cognitive power, including the capacity to invoke reason to solve moral problems. My daughter and I agreed with cognitive-developmental psychologists that adults should be more prone than children to make sophisticated rational moral decisions (and for children to be more prone than adults to make simple emotional moral decisions). However, we felt that it was important to recognize that adults participate in more complex systems of cooperation than children do and therefore face more complex moral decisions. In addition, we noted that the capacity to make rational decisions does not equate to the motivation to make such decisions or to behave in rational ways. Highly intelligent adults may make irrational moral decisions when they are in highly emotional states, and as research on brain-damaged patients has revealed, even when individuals exert the mental effort to make rational moral decisions, they may not be motivated to behave accordingly.


  Summary


  Viewing the accounts of morality advanced by psychologists and neuroscientists from an evolutionary perspective supplies a basis for expanding and refining them. Psychological and neurological accounts pertain to how the mental mechanisms that regulate moral judgment and moral behavior are designed and how they change over the life span. Evolutionary theory offers an explanation for how these mechanisms originated, why they are designed in particular ways, and why they change with development. Viewing the psychological mechanisms of morality as adaptations that helped early humans propagate their genes helps explain why humans acquired them and why they change as children develop. In ensuing chapters of this book, I will examine how the grand designers—natural selection and social selection—sculpted these mechanisms into their present forms.


  


  




  


  

  Part III


  Psychological and Biological Sources of Virtue


  In the final part of this book, I use the theoretical framework I developed in earlier chapters to account for seven cardinal virtues—self-control, purity, respect for authority, fairness, honesty, loyalty, and altruism. I explain how these virtues evolved, consider whether they are adaptive in contemporary societies, attend to the ways in which they are activated, and review psychological research on how the mental mechanisms that regulate them are designed. I devote three chapters to altruism, considering how this virtue could advance the genetic interests of animals, what sorts of psychological processes induce us to behave in seemingly altruistic ways, and whether such acts are driven by the desire to achieve hidden rewards. I close by considering the implications of the framework I have developed for human nature and the nature of morality.
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  Self-Control


  As we go about the give and take of our everyday lives, we inevitably are tempted to compromise our moral values and to behave in ways that we consider wrong. Everyone has experienced the seductive enticements of the Seven Deadly Sins—gluttony, sloth, greed, lust, wrath, envy, and pride. We are tempted to gorge ourselves and drink too much, to procrastinate and veg out instead of fulfilling our obligations, to take more than our share, to succumb to carnal desires, to lash out at people, to begrudge others the fruits of their labor, and to view ourselves as better than the average Jane or Joe. Some view the Seven Deadly Sins as enticements from the devil. Others view them as stemming from a primitive animal part of our nature—the beasts in our basements, howling to be indulged, tempting us to satisfy our immediate desires instead of delaying gratification, and urging us to give up the pursuit of goodness in the face of adversity. To be moral, it is not enough to want to do the right thing; we also must possess enough moxie to resist temptation and stay the moral course.


  The significance of self-control is dramatized well in Disney’s Pinocchio. The Blue Fairy tells Pinocchio that in order to become a real boy, he must prove that he can be “brave, truthful, and unselfish.” After resolving to be good, Pinocchio is confronted by bad boys who take him to Pleasure Island and persuade him to indulge his base desires (smoking, gambling, vandalizing property, getting drunk). It is easy to relate to Pinocchio. He wants to be good but finds it difficult to sustain his moral convictions in the face of temptations to satisfy his illicit urges.


  I will open this chapter with a discussion of why we are plagued by the enemies of morality that lurk in the temptations of the Seven Deadly Sins (how they became part of human nature) and then go on to explain how we acquired the capacity to resist these temptations (to exert self-control). Following this I will turn to a more psychological discussion of how the mental mechanisms and strategies that endow us with a capacity for self-control are designed and how they change with development. I will argue that primitive brain mechanisms that evolved in ancient environments give rise to the urges and strategies that dispose us to behave in immoral ways, but that they can be overridden by later-evolved and later-developing mental mechanisms that enable us to exert enough self-control to promote our long-term interests. I will suggest that although the primitive strategies that we consider immoral may have been adaptive for our ancient ancestors, they are often, but not always, maladaptive in modern environments.


  An Evolutionary Account of the Seven Deadly Sins


  People from all cultures consider the Seven Deadly Sins, well, sinful. However, when viewed from the perspective of evolutionary theory, these forms of conduct present as products of strategies and dispositions that were adaptive in the ancient environments in which they evolved and continue to be adaptive under certain conditions in modern environments. It is safe to assume that the motivational systems and strategies in the Seven Deadly Sins are, or have been, beneficial to animals because if they were not, they would not have evolved in so many species, and we would not be tempted to invoke them. However, it also is safe to assume that these strategies are not optimal in our species in modern environments because we possess the capacity to suppress them and to invoke other strategies that we view as more moral. Let us consider the adaptive potential in each of the Seven Deadly Sins, beginning with the two that are most directly related to survival—gluttony and sloth—then consider the adaptive limitations of these strategies, which opened the door for the evolution of more moral strategies.


  Gluttony and Sloth


  Gluttony and sloth are variations of strategies that evolved to foster animals’ survival by regulating the balance between the calories they consume and the calories they expend. Many animals save resources that help them survive as fat on their bodies. Consider elephant seals and pigs, for example. Bears and other animals fatten themselves up for the winter and then engage in “slothful” behavior by hibernating until resources become available in the spring. Many animals spend most of their time sleeping. All animals are designed in ways that help them achieve an optimal balance between the energy that they must expend to survive and the food that they need to produce the energy. Behaving in gluttonous ways that increase stored energy and in slothful ways that conserve energy are good strategies for animals that face undependable sources of nutrition.


  It is safe to assume that the availability of food, including meat, fruits, and plants, varied considerably over the four seasons in early human environments. As expressed by Terry Burnham and Jay Phelan in a book called Mean Genes,


  

    For our ancestors . . . saving through markets and money was not an option. Successful people would ram as much as possible into their own stomachs and those of their genetic relatives. . . . In such an environment, the best way to save is, paradoxically, to consume. Rather than leave some precious energy lying around to mold or be stolen, put it in your stomach and have your body convert the food into an energy savings account.1


  


  According to Burnham and Phelan, modern humans are susceptible to the adverse effects of gluttony and sloth because we inherit motivational systems and strategies that served our ancestors well in early human environments but misfire in modern environments in which food is plentiful and relatively little physical effort is required to accumulate resources. As expressed by these writers: “Our world is changing at dizzying speed. A new computer is outdated by the time it is installed, and a week seems like an eternity in the Internet world. In contrast, evolution is ploddingly slow, and human genes have not changed very much in thousands of years. . . . [The] mismatch between our genes’ natural world and the modern world causes many problems.”2 Implicit in this assertion is the assumption that gluttony and sloth would be good survival strategies for us when food and other resources were undependable, such as during times of war or during famines. This is illustrated on the reality television show Survivor when contestants who are starving lie around most of the day conserving their energy and gorge themselves with food rewards when they become available.


  Greed


  Although gluttony may be a good strategy for animals that do not have access to a food supply and other resources that they can save for a rainy day, accumulating and storing food and other resources tends to be a better strategy for animals that will need them in the future. Squirrels are poster children for banking food. In a couple of months at the end of the summer, they “squirrel away” thousands of items of food, such as acorns and pinecones, to see themselves through the winter. Their behavior is easy to explain: Squirrels that inherited mental mechanisms that induced them to store resources were more likely to survive and to reproduce offspring who shared this trait than squirrels that did not. Miserly hoarding strategies are adaptive in species that regularly face food shortages, which surely was the case for our early human ancestors.


  In addition to accumulating more than their share of food, some animals improve their chances of surviving by accumulating tools, clothes, and other resources that they use to help them kill prey, protect themselves against predators, dig up vegetables, and keep themselves warm. Some animals also accumulate resources for another important reason—to improve their reproductive success by impressing potential mates. Consider Bower birds, for example. Male Bower birds build elaborate nests that they decorate with brightly colored objects such as shells, feathers, leaves, berries, and glass. Females inspect the nests of males and mate with the males who display the most impressive bowers. A great deal of research on mating behavior in humans has demonstrated that the resources displayed by males influence the choices of females.3 Greedy men may increase their chances of mating by accumulating wealth. As expressed by Burnham and Phelan:


  

    For our ancestors in a harsh world, greed paid off in the only currencies that matter to genes—survival and the ability to have offspring. From them, we have inherited a greediness that manifests itself today as a desire to accumulate money and possessions. So even though wealth may not relate to babies in the industrialized world, our instincts come from a time when concerns over material possessions were crucial.4


  


  Like gluttony and sloth, greed tends to be an optimal strategy in harsh environments in which resources are limited.


  Lust


  Sexual desire, or lust, evolved because it induces animals to propagate their genes through sexual reproduction. In view of the primacy of this function in evolution, we should not be surprised that lust is a very powerful instinct. However, although an unconstrained strategy such as “Do it as often as possible with as many as you can” might work well in some species under some conditions, it is limited in species that produce a relatively small number of offspring that require a great deal of assistance to survive. As discussed earlier, in species such as our own, it is in the adaptive interest of individuals to be selective about those with whom they mate, which may require them to exert enough self-control to constrain their sexual desires. Inasmuch as early human females were required to invest more than males were in their offspring, especially during pregnancy and infancy, we would expect them to be evolved to be more selective than males in their choice of mates and, therefore, in the objects of their lust.


  The conditions governing the relation between lust and reproduction changed a great deal after we discovered ways to indulge our sexual desires without the burdens of parenthood. To rephrase Burnham and Phelan’s point, quoted earlier, “even though [sexual desire] may not relate to babies in the industrialized world” as strongly as it did in early human environments, “our instincts come from a time when concerns over [sexual reproduction] were crucial.”


  Wrath


  Feelings of wrath or anger motivate animals to behave aggressively. I will discuss the adaptive value of aggression in Chapter 12. Here let me say that the kind of rage that induces people to behave in physically aggressive ways was more adaptive in our early evolutionary history than it is today, though it continues to be adaptive under some conditions. As I will explain, although people sometimes engage in physical battles, fighting tends to be a second-choice strategy under many conditions, such as when potential combatants are relatively equal in power, when they are able to avail themselves of power-equalizing weapons, when fighting evokes social disapproval, and when assault is against the law.


  Physically aggressive strategies tend to be more effective for animals that are relatively powerful and dominant than they are for subordinate members of groups: Individuals are more strongly inclined to express wrath toward those they view as weak than they are toward those they view as stronger than they are. Best not poke the bear. In some situations, we and other animals are able to reap the benefits of wrath without suffering the costs of fighting by putting on displays of anger that intimidate potential competitors—impression management. Although displays of wrath tend to be more costly in the modern world than they would have been in early human environments, they continue to remain effective in some situations such as mixed martial arts fights and rumbles among juvenile street gangs.


  Envy and Pride


  In contrast to sloth, gluttony, greed, lust, and wrath, which are displayed by many species, envy and pride may be unique to humans, though some research suggests that monkeys react negatively when others receive more food than they do.5 Envy is engendered when we compare ourselves to those who possess more material resources and social status than we possess. According to some psychologists, envy may take two forms, which they call benign envy and malignant envy. Benign envy activates strategies that induce us to work harder and achieve more in order to obtain the things that those whom we view as better off than us have. In contrast, malignant envy motivates us to try to improve our lot relative to others by pulling them down.


  In many ways, pride is the other side of envy. Like envy, pride comes in positive and negative forms, which psychologists have labeled authentic pride and hubristic pride.6 Authentic pride is associated with feelings of accomplishment, achievement, confidence, productivity, success, and self-worth; whereas hubristic pride is associated with arrogance, conceit, egoism, pompousness, smugness, and snobbishness. The ancient Greeks who viewed pride as a cardinal virtue were thinking of authentic pride, whereas the medieval theologians who viewed pride as the cardinal deadly sin were thinking of hubristic pride. According to Jessica Tracy from the University of British Columbia and her colleagues, authentic pride, like benign envy, motivates people to elevate their status by working hard, doing well, and contributing to their groups—taking pride in their accomplishments. It is associated with high levels of self-control. In contrast, like malignant envy, hubristic pride motivates people to elevate their status by behaving in overbearing, aggressive, and dominant ways—looking down on others and bringing others down. It is associated with low levels of self-control.7


  Cowardice


  As I have acknowledged elsewhere, “the medieval theologians who prepared the list of the Seven Deadly Sins didn’t consult me, but if they had, I would have suggested that they include cowardice.”8 Fear and the cowardly acts to which it gives rise evolved because they help animals avoid danger. Members of species low on the food chain that were cautious, fearful, and quick to take flight fared better than those that were less “cowardly.” In some situations, the best strategy is to cut and run, living to fight another day, but in other situations, individuals’ interests are better served by standing up for themselves.


  The Social Costs and Immorality of the Seven Deadly Sins


  I have argued that Seven Deadly Sins are adaptive under some conditions, such as those that prevailed when the motivational systems that drive them evolved, but that they are maladaptive under other conditions, such as those that tend to be more prevalent in the modern world. In certain situations, the strategies in the Deadly Sins help people achieve goals that are good for their health and reproductive success, but in other situations they jeopardize their welfare. To this point, I have focused mainly on the nonsocial costs of sinful strategies in modern societies, and I have not explained why we view these strategies as immoral. It is now time to recognize that the most significant costs of the strategies implicit in the Deadly Sins are social—they jeopardize the welfare of others—and it is for this reason that they came to be considered immoral.


  All Deadly Sins are selfish. Gluttony, greed, lust, malignant envy, and hubristic pride motivate us to take more than our share. Sloth and cowardice motivate us to do less than our share, and wrath motivates us to harm members of our groups. I have discussed the adaptive limitations of selfish strategies. It is fine to eat, rest, save resources, have sex, avoid danger, protect yourself from harm, stick up for yourself, try to get ahead, feel good about your accomplishments, and avoid danger, but it is not okay to do so in unfair ways that jeopardize the welfare of other members of your group and the group as a whole. Engaging in the Deadly Sins may end up costing us dearly if it induces others to turn against us. The Deadly Sins are not designed to win friends and influence potential mates, and if everyone adopted the strategies implicit in them, it would destroy the systems of cooperation on which we are dependent for our welfare. The adaptive limitations of these “sinful” strategies opened the door for the evolution of more moral strategies and the mental mechanisms necessary to sustain them.


  

  Self-Control


  If there is no escaping our base desires, then a central quality that we need to enable us to be moral is the ability to resist the temptation to indulge them. Most people call this quality “willpower.” Academics have endowed it with labels such as “self-command,” “self-control,” “self-regulation,” “self-governance,” and “ego strength.” With other scholars, Darwin believed that such manifestations of “self-command” as temperance and chastity are core aspects of the moral sense.


  It is interesting to note that many people consider such extreme forms of self-control as the ascetic behaviors displayed by monks, nuns, and priests as highly moral. I suspect that, in large part, such attributions stem from overgeneralizations. People unconsciously infer that because resisting the temptation to behave in greedy, gluttonous, and lustful ways is good, completely suppressing the urge to behave in these ways must be very good indeed. Although it usually may be more moral to exert excessive self-control than to indulge oneself, I suspect that scholars such as Aristotle had it right when they argued that to qualify as a virtue, self-control is best served in moderation.


  In addition to endowing us with the strength to resist our immoral urges, willpower and self-control enable us to stay the moral course when we feel like shirking our duties, giving up, and taking the easy way out. When discussing Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, I mentioned that he acknowledged that ego strength may be necessary to bridge the gap between moral judgment and moral behavior. It is not enough to want to do the right thing; we also must summon the gumption, determination, fortitude, perseverance, and courage to stick to our convictions.


  Delay of Gratification


  One of the most common ways in which we exert self-control is by delaying gratification. We often face the quandary of whether to take an immediate reward that is quite certain (a bird in the hand) or whether to pursue a more valuable delayed reward that is less certain (two in the bush). The ability to delay gratification is an important aspect of morality because moral decisions often involve choices between fostering our immediate interests in selfish ways and fostering our long-term interests in cooperative ways that also foster the interests of others. Should I satisfy my needs at the expense of others, or should I show consideration for those who will show consideration for me in the future? Should I take more than my share now, or should I show others that I am a fair person who deserves to be treated fairly down the line?


  Delaying gratification is a popular strategy in the animal kingdom. Members of many species resist the temptation to maximize their immediate pleasure in order to advance their long-term personal, biological, and genetic interests. Members of some species store food for the winter. Subordinate members of many species constrain their selfish urges until they gain the strength, status, or coalitional power to take on more dominant members. Members of most social species help one another and invest in their groups.


  Researchers have found that animals tend to discount delayed rewards in a predictable manner—the longer the delay, the less value they attach to the rewards.9 However, animals may show a preference for delayed rewards under some conditions. For example, researchers have found that the more effort a pigeon has invested in obtaining a relatively large reward (by accumulating bar presses), the less likely the pigeon is to abandon this strategy in order to obtain a smaller reward.10 Applied to us, these findings imply that the longer we stick to our resolutions, the less likely we are to violate them. With respect to morality, the findings imply that the more we have invested in a moral lifestyle that we expect to pay off in the end (for example, by gaining admission to heaven), the better able we will be to resist the temptation to indulge our immediate needs.


  Why Don’t We Display Optimal Levels of Self-Control?


  A challenging question about self-control is why don’t we possess more of it, especially when it helps us foster our long-term interests? Why do we often succumb to the temptation to enjoy short-term pleasures instead of investing in long-term rewards? Psychologists tend to answer this question by referring to deficiencies in cognitive development that hinder our ability to delay gratification and to plan for the future. In contrast, evolutionary theorists suggest that we are genetically disposed to behave in self-indulgent ways because such strategies paid off better than strategies that require more self-control in the conditions that existed in early human environments. Even though such “instincts” may be “outdated” and maladaptive in modern environments, they may be activated by conditions that are similar to those in ancestral environments and by individuals who seek to exploit them for their own purposes.11 Consider for example pornography, advertisements that seduce us into eating, drinking, smoking, and buying new things, and the ingeniously designed video games that milk young kids out of millions of dollars. Our ability to structure our environments in ways that activate evolved dispositions illustrates the important role that culture can play in determining human behavior, reminding us that although cultural evolution is a significant source of morality, it also may increase our susceptibility to immoral urges.


  The Psychology of Self-Control


  Psychologists have conducted a great deal of research on self-control, attempting to determine whether it improves with age, how stable it is over the life span, how individuals who score high on measures of self-control differ from those who score low on measures of self-control, and what kinds of strategies are most effective in helping people resist temptation and stick to their guns. Before reviewing this research, it is worth noting that the manifestations of self-control most frequently studied by psychologists—delay of gratification and perseverance—are not necessarily moral qualities. To quality as moral, these abilities must be invoked to achieve moral goals. When we exert self-control to achieve morally neutral goals such as improving our performance on achievement-oriented tasks, or when we exert self-control to improve our ability to achieve morally questionable goals such as succeeding at the expense of others, this quality seems more appropriately characterized as prudential than as virtuous. Although willpower may be necessary to enable people to behave in moral ways, strong-willed people are not necessarily moral.


  The Development of Self-Control


  Not surprisingly, developmental psychologists have found that the ability to exert self-control normally increases in children as they age. A spate of studies has found that as children grow older, they become better at delaying gratification by, for example, resisting the temptation to take an immediately available small reward in order to obtain a larger delayed reward.12 As children age, they become more likely to fulfill their responsibilities and less likely to throw temper tantrums, to want everything for themselves, and to demand that their needs be satisfied immediately.


  As with other moral traits, cognitive abilities enabled by the development of structures in the new brain play an important role in the growth of self-control in children. As children develop, they normally acquire increasingly strong executive functions that enable them to exert “top down” control over their behavior. Research has revealed that the older children become, the better able they are to construct detailed plans, invoke effective need-fulfilling tactics, anticipate consequences, and learn from experience.13


  One of the most interesting findings from research on the development of self-control pertains to the stability of individual differences over the life span. Researchers have found that preschoolers who are able to delay gratification for seconds longer than their peers tend to be good at delaying gratification as adults. Another interesting finding pertains to the correlation between measures of self-control and measures of cognitive and social competence in adults. Children and adults who are good at delaying gratification tend to score higher than those who are not on tests of intelligence such as the SAT and measures of the ability to concentrate, to reason, to plan, to handle stress, and to exert self-control in frustrating situations.14 In contrast, children who score high on impulsiveness tend to be more maladjusted than those who score low on impulsiveness and to display more antisocial behavior as adolescents and adults. Personality traits that relate to ego strength and self-control such as conscientiousness and impulsiveness are highly heritable.15


  Self-Control Strategies


  Although genetic predispositions contribute to individual differences in self-control, impulsive children are not doomed to moral turpitude. There are many ways in which children and adults can improve their self-control, most of which involve adopting effective cognitive strategies. For example, researchers have found that defining goals in positive approach-oriented terms (e.g., “I will be rewarded if I behave morally”) is a more effective way of sustaining effort than defining them in negative avoidance-oriented terms (e.g., “I will rot in hell if I succumb to temptation”). Researchers also have found that people can improve their perseverance by performing mental simulations of strategies for achieving long-term goals, by making public commitments to achieve goals, and by making contracts with others such as those that involve “buddy systems.” Just as we are more likely to get off our behinds and go to the gym when we have agreed to meet a friend to exercise, we are more likely to fulfill moral obligations such as volunteering for charitable work when we collaborate with others.


  Believing in Yourself


  One of the most practically important findings from psychological research on self-control is that a quality that has been labeled “self-efficacy,” defined as the belief that we can achieve goals through sustained effort, plays an important role in helping us delay gratification and persevere in the face of obstacles.16 Believing in our ability to achieve goals in the face of adversity—optimism and constructive thinking—can engender an “illusion of control” that creates a self-fulfilling prophesy: “When a person encounters serious obstacles to goal attainment, positive construals of the self and a belief that one has many possibilities and options may make cognitively available alternative action plans for self-improvement and goal pursuit. . . . In turn, this creates a positive outcome focus . . . that increases task commitment even in the face of difficulties and threats to self-esteem.”17 In contrast, self-doubt and pessimistic beliefs about our ability to overcome adversity undermine our motivation to persevere.


  Self-Awareness


  The primary function of self-control is to help us achieve goals that we value and to help us live up to the standards that we set for ourselves, including our moral principles. I have been discussing how internal urges to behave in self-indulgent ways and to take the easy way out may undermine our determination to behave in accordance with our moral standards. Drugs and alcohol may increase the power of internal urges such as lust and wrath by activating primitive brain systems and/or dampening later-evolved sources of self-control. When we are drunk, full of lust, or enraged, we become disengaged from the moral standards that normally guide our behavior.


  In addition, external factors that induce us to lose consciousness of our internal values may induce us to conform to questionable social standards and behave in ways that we do not respect. As expressed by the Stanford social psychologists Walter Mischel, Nancy Cantor, and Scott Feldman, “some contexts, involving particularly salient social identities and strong social norms powerfully evoke individuals’ conformity to social standards, even when these are in conflict with personal attitudes, values and standards.”18 In some “strong” situations, such as wild parties, religious rituals, and political rallies, we may become “deindividuated,” lose awareness of our moral values, adopt a mob or pack mentality, succumb to behavioral contagion, fail to exert self-control, and behave in immoral ways. Booze and engulfing external enticements are often a lethal concoction.


  Burnham and Phelan question the effectiveness of internal strategies such as resolving to resist temptation for “reining in our passions” in strong situations, arguing that “some temptations are better avoided than resisted.” When evolved strategies such as those that regulate sexual, aggressive, and avaricious behaviors are designed in terms of strong “if-then” connections, the only way in which people may be able to avoid violating their moral standards is to steer clear of the situations that activate immoral strategies. This is certainly consistent with my own experience. I can’t count the number of times my resolution to have just one drink, or play just one more online poker game, or remain calm in disputes with others has evaporated when I enter the fray. (I could give more salacious examples, but I won’t.) Like Pinocchio, all of us are susceptible to the temptations of Pleasure Island. Burnham and Phelan suggest that when we know in advance that we will encounter the powerful pull of strong situations, our best bet may be to inoculate ourselves in the same sort of way that Odysseus did when he tied himself to the mast of his ship to resist the seductive songs of the Sirens. Burnham and Phelan also recommend making “preemptive strikes” that reduce the probability of succumbing to temptation, such as eating healthy foods before going to a banquet, eschewing pornographic materials, and avoiding shopping malls.


  Summary


  The story of self-control is a variation on the “mixed bag” view of human nature I have been advancing in this book. On the dark side, we are cursed with self-indulgent, original-sin-like dispositions that paid off better in early environments in which we relied less on cooperation than they do in modern environments in which we are much more dependent on others. We often pay a terrible social price when we fail to exert self-control. However, on the bright side, our large brains endow us with means unavailable to any other animal to manage our primitive urges in constructive, effective, and socially acceptable ways. It is important to remember that there is no necessary inconsistency between behaving in moral ways and fostering our long-term interests. Moral strategies that require self-control often pay off better in modern environments than more self-indulgent and impulsive strategies do. Indeed, we intentionally engineer our environments in ways designed to increase the social and biological benefits of resisting temptation, delaying gratification, and investing in our futures.


  Psychologists have focused mainly on the development and activation of recently evolved high-order executive types of cognitive abilities in the regulation of behavior. Children whose brains are not fully developed come across as relatively weak-willed. As children acquire increasingly sophisticated mental abilities, they become better able to resist temptation and delay gratification. However, to fully understand self-control, we must recognize that it is an adaptive strategy available to animals with very small brains, and we must recognize that the strategies that have evolved in our species are regulated by “if” conditions that may not correspond to those that rendered the strategies adaptive in ancient environments. Although adults tend to display more self-control than children do, most adults are susceptible to lapses. Seemingly mature adults may eat and drink to excess, succumb to sexual urges, lose their tempers, behave in cowardly ways, and cheat their friends and relatives, even when they end up paying dearly for it. Scandals involving prominent government leaders, popular religious figures, athletes, and other celebrities frequently make the news. We all make resolutions that we fail to keep. In some circumstances, the only way to resist the compelling pull of our “outdated instincts” is to avoid the situations that activate them.
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  Purity


  Purity is one of the Big Seven culturally universal moral values. It implies an ideal, flawless state—one that it is not contaminated, polluted, defective, or adulterated. We view those who are “pure of heart” as moral people, and we consider impure or corrupt people immoral. As an ideal state, purity can be viewed as a goal of self-actualization: to become better people, we need to cleanse ourselves of our sins, rid ourselves of defects, and free ourselves from corruption. The association between morality and purity is particularly salient in the sexual domain, especially with respect to judgments about virginity.


  There is a close conceptual relation among purity, cleanliness, and sanctity. Lady Macbeth rubs her hands together to cleanse herself of guilt: “What, will these hands ne’er be clean?” Many verses in the Bible link cleanliness and righteousness. “Cleanliness is next to godliness.” This association may stem from several sources. To begin with, practicing good hygiene is a sign of good character, whereas an unwillingness to keep oneself clean may reflect a disposition to develop bad habits. We tend to approve of clean people and attribute good qualities to them, and to disapprove of dirty people and attribute bad qualities to them. Second, failing to keep clean may increase people’s susceptibility to infection and disease, which may inflict a burden on caregivers and jeopardize the health and well-being of those with whom they associate. In Leviticus, God issues edicts designed to guard against uncleanliness and the spread of disease. Women are considered to be unclean for seven days after childbirth if they have a boy, jacked up to fourteen days for a girl. Those with skin diseases are directed to shave their hair, cover their lips, and dwell outside their camps until a religious authority clears them for re-entry.


  Symptoms of disease are viewed as evidence of sin in many places in the Bible, and cleansing is viewed as absolution. “Purify me from my sins, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow” (Psalm 51:7); “If we confess our sins, [God] will cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (John 1:9); “Create in me a clean heart, O God. Renew a loyal spirit within me” (Psalm 51:10). Baptism is a cleansing ritual. Researchers have found that inducing participants to think about past immoral actions increased their desire for cleansing products and antiseptic wipes, and that cleansing actions such as handwashing and oral rinsing reduce feelings of moral distress.1 More generally, physical cleanliness is a compelling metaphor for moral or spiritual purity. If you conjure up an image of a morally pure person, it is bound to be clean and unblemished, whereas we view morally impure people as dirty and rotten.


  The Evolution of Purity


  The essential adaptive function of behaviors that promote cleanliness and purity is to protect animals from infection—to increase their immunity to diseases by inducing them to avoid pathogens. Mark Schaller and Lesley Duncan from the University of British Columbia have dubbed this adaptation the “behavioral immune system.”2 Like many other species, we are evolved to react negatively to signs of infection such as sores, blood, mucus, and scabs. The reason that objects such as rotten food, corpses, feces, and dirty people smell bad to us is because ancient ancestors who inherited genes that induced them to experience these objects as repugnant fared better biologically than those who did not. In the same way that it is adaptive to avoid those who adopt selfish strategies, it is adaptive to avoid those who could infect us with diseases. It also would have been in the adaptive interest of early humans to keep themselves clean and devoid of signs of sickness in order to foster their own health, to increase their social attractiveness, and to enhance the welfare of the groups on which they were dependent, causing them to value cleanliness in themselves as well as in others.


  After early humans acquired the capacity for language, they would have been able to use words associated with purity to praise members of their groups (“She is untainted”) and words associated with impurity to degrade them (“He is a piece of shit”; “You are a scumbag”; “You make me sick”). In many countries, sexually active and unfaithful females are berated as “whores,” “sluts,” and “pigs.” Such attributions are used to exert social control over others, either directly by approving or disapproving of their behavior, or indirectly by enhancing or sullying their reputations. Parents use words associated with purity to reinforce desirable forms of conduct in their children, and they use words associated with impurity to punish undesirable forms of conduct: “Clean up your act”; “You have a foul mouth; I’ll wash it out with soap.”


  Extending the discussion of the function of seemingly arbitrary moral norms, members of groups also use words associated with purity to strengthen ingroup solidarity, and they use words associated with impurity to foster discrimination against members of outgroups. The tendency to characterize members of outgroups as “unclean,” “dirty rotten bastards,” “vermin,” “rats,” and “cockroaches” is pervasive. Some evolutionary theorists have argued that the primary function of such characterizations is to justify subjugating and mistreating members of minority groups such as groups defined by sexual orientation, ethnicity, and religion in order to exploit them and sustain an unequal distribution of resources.3 We view ourselves as similar to members of our ingroups because we uphold moral norms pertaining to hygienic, dietary, and sexual practices that are better than those of other groups. We attribute positive qualities to those who share our beliefs (“We are clean; we eat attractive foods, and we engage in normal sexual practices”) while attributing negative qualities to those who harbor different beliefs (“They are dirty pigs who eat disgusting foods and engage in revolting abominations”). Such attributions facilitate cooperation within groups and aggression against outgroups.


  Disgust


  The negative value attached to moral impurity seems to have originated in primitive feelings of physical disgust that generalized to increasingly abstract traits. In Expression of Emotions in Man and Animals, Darwin adduced evidence that disgust, which he thought originated in negative reactions to bad food, is a universal emotion displayed by many mammals: “[Disgust] refers to something revolting, primarily in relation to the sense of taste, as actually perceived or vividly imagined; and secondarily to anything which causes a similar feeling through the sense of smell, touch, and even eyesight.”4 Facial expressions of disgust often mimic vomiting or spitting out nasty-tasting things that we put in our mouths. Disgust motivates us to avoid things that we find repulsive.


  There are two notable features of the mental mechanisms that regulate disgust. First, they are hypersensitive to potentially infectious stimuli. Given the difficulty of detecting disease-causing parasites, it was in the adaptive interest of early humans not to take any chances. Better to err on the side of mistaking a noninfectious object for an infectious object than the reverse. Second, disgusting incidents associated with bad tastes, bad smells, and disturbing visual images seem to remain in our memories for longer than most other negative experiences. I am still haunted by an incident that I heard a friend of my parents recount. He turned out the lights to his store at night and took a bite of a donut left out from lunch that had been invaded by ants. And I can’t unsee the image of a dog that was hit by a car lying on the side of the road with its intestines hanging out.


  Primitive disgust mechanisms are activated by characteristics of people such as signs of sickness and injury, bodily odor, dirtiness, ugliness, and acts such as defecation, blowing one’s nose, spitting, sweating, and engaging in certain sexual acts. As early humans’ brains evolved, disgust mechanisms came to be activated by less physical qualities of people: “That was a “disgusting display of arrogance”; “That was a shitty thing to do”; “You have a foul mouth”; “You make me feel like throwing up”; “Gag me with a spoon.” Some psychologists have suggested that traits that people view as characteristic of “lower” animals evoke disgust.5 The function of such reactions is to pass judgment on those who behave in “degrading” and offensive ways, to induce people to avoid those who could infect them with moral turpitude, and to encourage people to behave themselves—to stay clean—in order to guard against being viewed as repugnant.


  The Effect of Disgust on Moral Judgments


  Earlier, I discussed Jonathan Haidt’s research on moral intuitions demonstrating that people make negative judgments to disgusting acts such as incest and eating the family dog. In addition, social psychologists have found that exposure to disgusting stimuli increases the harshness of moral judgments about other issues. For example, researchers have found that participants made harsher moral judgments when they were in an unclean, messy room than they did when they were in a clean room.6 Participants who were exposed to repulsive odors and video clips of purity violations judged moral infractions more harshly than those who were not exposed to disgusting stimuli. Same for participants who ingested a revolting drink. Researchers also have found that participants’ judgments about criminal behavior increase in harshness after they have been induced to experience disgust.7 In contrast, researchers have found that increasing the salience of cleanliness reduces the severity of moral judgments.8 People associated with objects and situations that are clean, unflawed, uncontaminated, and free of desecration seem somehow more moral than those who are embedded in unclean and corrupt contexts.


  Purity and Cooperation


  In Chapter 3, I mentioned that some scholars have questioned the idea that the essential biological function of morality is to uphold systems of cooperation, arguing that we tend to consider impure forms of conduct immoral, even though they do not necessarily jeopardize cooperative relations. I took exception to this assertion, arguing that forms of conduct that people consider impure, such as performing certain sexual acts, eating certain kinds of food, and exhibiting unhygienic behaviors, do, in fact, jeopardize systems of cooperation because they jeopardize the health of members of groups, thereby diminishing their ability to contribute their share to the common good, and because they violate social norms that foster group cohesiveness.9,10 One of the things that people who aggregate to advance their mutual interests owe those with whom they rub elbows is taking reasonable measures to avoid contaminating them. To this end, they may be required to avoid “dirty” sex practices and such foods as pork and lobster that come from bottom feeders and animals that wallow in the mud. In addition, sexual norms and food taboos that uphold the value of purity may uphold the cooperative social orders of groups by regulating access to mates and resources, and by helping endow members of groups with a shared identity. Although specific moral norms such as those that prescribe which sexual acts and foods are permissible and forbidden may not directly help people resolve their conflicts of interest, they may nevertheless uphold cooperative social orders designed to promote the welfare of the groups that created them.


  Summary


  The moral value of purity probably stemmed from the adaptive value of cleanliness and the avoidance of pathogens. Our early human ancestors reacted positively to members of their groups who kept themselves clean and heathy, and negatively to those who failed to maintain personal hygiene and displayed symptoms of disease. People tend to find disgusting things immoral, and feelings of disgust increase the harshness of some moral judgments. As early humans acquired higher-order cognitive abilities, their conceptions of physical purity generalized to moral purity, or pureness of heart. Norms that uphold purity strengthen the cooperative moral order of groups.
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  Respect for Authority


  If selfish urges to advance our own interests at the expense of others are the enemies of morality, then forces that constrain these urges should be morality’s friends. One of the main reasons that we behave ourselves is to avoid negative consequences from others. Parents and other socializing agents make it in the interest of children to stifle their antisocial urges in order to avoid punishment, in effect creating conditions that motivate children to exert self-control and to behave in moral ways. We also create social systems that contain sanctions aimed at ensuring that those who behave in immoral ways get their comeuppance. Many scholars have suggested that a significant source of morality is our natural inclination to show deference toward authorities who possess the power to punish us when we are bad and to reward us when we are good.


  As discussed in Chapter 2, although respect for authority is a universal moral norm, cultures vary in the value they attach to it, and there are significant differences within cultures in the extent to which individuals embrace it. Some cultures, especially those headed by powerful leaders, and some people, especially those who consider us selfish and evil by nature, like this norm a lot. The early social theorist Thomas Hobbes famously suggested that if we were not constrained by respect for authority, we would end up in interminable, self-defeating conflicts—a war of all against all. Hobbes argued that the only way to sustain cooperative societies is to establish a political system (a “Leviathan”) containing authorities with the power to suppress immoral behaviors by punishing those who violate the rules.1 However, other social theorists and laypeople—especially those who consider us naturally good—question the moral value of obeying authority, arguing that respect for authority can produce authoritarian societies and that the kind of blind obedience to authority practiced by Nazi underlings, religious zealots, cult followers, and those who worship powerful political leaders can be a significant source of evil. Authorities may be corrupt, and the rules they impose may be unfair.


  

  Respect for Authority in Young Children


  Earlier, I mentioned that a Swiss psychologist named Jean Piaget was among the first to examine the development of morality in children. Even though we should be careful about throwing the word “genius” around too freely, I think that we can apply it aptly to someone who published more than fifty books and five hundred articles and exerted a profound influence on developmental psychology. Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory and research, which I discussed in Part II of this book, were extensions of the approach to morality launched by Piaget in his classic 1932 book Moral Judgment of the Child.2


  When Piaget and his collaborators investigated the origins of morality in children, they found that young children more or less equate morality with obedience to authority: “The obligation to speak the truth, not to steal, etc. are all so many duties which the child feels very deeply, although they do not emanate from his own mind. They are commands coming from the adult and accepted by the child. Originally, therefore, this morality of duty is essentially heteronomous [that is to say, subject to control by others; the opposite of autonomous]. Right is to obey the will of the adult. Wrong is to have a will of one’s own.”3


  Piaget asserted that young children’s moral orientation, which he called “the morality of constraint,” stemmed primarily from primitive emotional feelings of “unilateral respect” “felt by the small for the great”:


  

    The child in the presence of his parents has the spontaneous feeling of something greater than and superior to himself. This respect has its roots deep down in certain inborn feelings and is due to an [inborn] mixture of fear and affection which develops as a function of the child’s relation to his adult environment . . . the adult is omniscient, omnipresent, just and good, the source both of uniformities of nature and of the laws of morality. . . . Feelings of authority and respect appear during the first two years, before language, as soon as the little creature has discovered in the big person someone like himself and yet infinitely greater than himself. The feelings compounded of sympathy and fear resulting from this situation explain why the child accepts the examples and, as soon as he has mastered language, the commands coming from his parents, and why, to the simple fact of imitation, there comes so early to be added the feeling of rules and obligations.4


  


  So, according to Piaget, children inherit mental mechanisms that induce them to define morality in terms of obedience to authority. However, Piaget noted that as children grow older and interact increasingly frequently with peers, they become less inclined to define morality in terms of obedience to authority and more inclined to define it in terms of autonomous forms of cooperation grounded in mutual respect. In contrast to Lawrence Kohlberg, who argued that later-developing conceptions of morality eventually replace earlier conceptions, Piaget recognized that people retain the capacity to show unilateral respect for authority and to behave in obedient ways as they get older.


  I have explained how evolutionary theory enables us to expand and refine psychological accounts of moral development and moral decision-making. With respect to Piaget’s account of the origin of respect for authority, evolutionary theory encourages us to reach back further in time than early stages of child development and delve into the origin of the “inborn feelings” that produce the “mixture of fear and affection” that dispose young children to view morality in terms of obedience to authority, and to re-examine the reasons that children’s conceptions of morality change as they develop.


  The Evolution of Respect for Authority


  Respect for authority may have originated in social species in deferential strategies invoked by dependent offspring in interactions with their parents and other adults. It is easy to see how deferring to older, bigger, stronger, and more knowledgeable members of one’s group could pay off better than behaving in disrespectful ways. If you want to survive long enough to reproduce, you best respect the authority of those on whom your welfare is dependent. Evolutionary theorists view the kind of “unilateral respect” observed by Piaget and his colleagues as a deferential strategy similar to strategies employed by relatively young, weak, dependent, and low-ranking members of other social species.


  Although a great deal of evidence supports Piaget’s claim that as children grow older and interact increasingly often with their peers, they become increasingly likely to invoke cooperative strategies based in mutual respect, Piaget seemed to overlook or downplay the fact that peers may differ in power and that the older that children become, the more likely they are to interact with younger and weaker members of their groups. In general, it is in the biological interest of children and adults to dominate those who are less powerful than they are and to respect the authority of those who are more powerful, and this is exactly what most social animals do.


  Decisions about which social strategies to invoke become difficult when animals are roughly equal in power. Although dominance strategies tend to pay off well when others adopt subordinate strategies, dominance strategies may be costly when others also adopt them because if each party attempts to dominant the other, both parties may end up in a fight that jeopardizes their welfare. This is a good example of the limitations of selfish strategies and the costs of selfish-selfish exchanges. As expressed by the evolutionary psychologist David Buss, from the University of Texas:


  

    All-out fighting in every encounter with another individual is a foolish strategy. The loser risks injury and death and so would have been better off giving in—relinquishing its territory, food, or mate—from the start. Fighting is also costly for the victor. In addition to the risk of injury from battle, victors allocate precious energetic resources, time and opportunities in battle. So both losers and winners would be better off if each could determine who would win in advance and simply declare a winner without suffering the costs of fighting. By submitting, the loser is able to walk away alive and injury free.5


  


  It is inefficient and potentially costly for animals that live in relatively stable groups to compete for dominance every time they experience a conflict of interest. A better strategy is to determine who is more powerful than whom without fighting and abide by this distinction until something significant changes, and this is exactly what happens in many social species. In addition to the “pecking orders” of hens with which we are all familiar, biologists have observed dominance hierarchies in species as diverse as crickets, crayfish, and primates.6 In chimpanzee societies, “lower-ranked individuals defer, obey, show loyalty and respect, and yield preference to higher ranked members of their groups.”7


  You probably would agree that the kind of deference displayed by subordinate members of groups qualifies as obedience to authority, but you might argue that it does not equate to respect for authority. Respect for authority probably evolved to uphold another type of hierarchy observed in the animal kingdom: status hierarchies. Animals may derive status from traits other than power. For example, baboons, macaques, and vervet monkeys derive status from their mother’s rank,8 and chimpanzees and other primates derive status from social cognitive abilities and “political intelligence” that enable them to fare well in strategic interactions.9 The research scientist Denise Cummins has reviewed evidence demonstrating that high-status members of primate groups tend to be skilled at manipulating and outwitting others, exerting social influence, decoding nonverbal cues, interpreting others’ intentions, and forming and sustaining coalitions: “Apparently, dominant individuals have (by nature or by learning) an arsenal of methods for leading, persuading, deceiving, or otherwise influencing others.”10 In contrast to subordination enforced by power, respect for authority evoked by prestige tends to be freely conferred. If the “inborn feelings” of “unilateral respect” described by Piaget are “due to a . . . mixture of fear and affection,” it would seem that the fear component played a more prominent role in the evolution of dominance hierarchies and the affection component played a more prominent role in the evolution of status hierarchies.


  Norms that uphold dominance and status hierarchies play a very important role in preserving the social and moral orders of primate groups. As discussed in Chapter 6, the primary reason that low-ranking members of groups show deference toward higher-ranking members is to avoid punishment, ostracism, injury, and death. However, as expressed by the Oxford University primate researcher Michael Haslam, “low-ranking individuals are not simply dominated or exploited; they typically benefit from protection, advice, leadership, and intervention in disputes.”11 In addition, upholding social hierarchies may pay off for subordinate members by enabling them to bide their time until they are able to elevate their status and by contributing to the success of their groups in competitions against other groups.


  The benefits of deferring to the authority of more dominant and higher-status members of one’s groups notwithstanding, dominance and status hierarchies tend to be unstable in the animal kingdom, because “the social stability conferred by strict social hierarchies . . . carries a cost in terms of individual freedom”12 and because it is in the interest of low-status members to elevate their status. Members of groups “continually jockey for position in the hierarchy, rendering it a dynamic form of social organization” and a prevalent goal in strategic interactions.13 As we might expect, lower-ranking members of hierarchically organized groups tend to be more strongly disposed than higher-ranking members are to violate the moral norms of their groups, to cheat, and to engage in deceptive behaviors. Because higher-ranking members have a greater investment than lower-ranking members do in upholding the social orders of their groups, they are more strongly disposed to suffer costs to uphold them. As a result:


  

    Animal societies often resemble human feudal societies in that high-status individuals typically take on the role of enforcing the implicit social norms [of the group], aggressing against those who violate them and breaking up disputes between lower ranking individuals. . . . For example, high-ranking [primates] often punish violations of social norms as benign as grooming or sharing food with forbidden individuals. In fact, perceived violation of the “social code” has been designated by many researchers as the single most common cause of aggression in primate societies.14


  


  Neurohormonal Regulation of Deferential Strategies


  Researchers who have investigated the mental mechanisms that evolved to regulate dominance and deference have found that high-ranking members of primate groups have more testosterone and higher levels of serotonin in their blood than low-ranking members do, and “changes in status produce large changes in hormone levels. . . . Following contests of rank, defeated males exhibit a drop in androgen [and serotonin] levels while winners’ levels rise.”15 Gaining status engenders positive emotional states that motivate animals to exert authority, and losing status engenders negative emotional states that motivate animals to behave in deferential ways. I can’t help thinking of some of the primitive displays of dominance exhibited by athletes after they score goals, such as beating their chests, and the dejected demeanor of those who have been defeated in contests, skulking away like dogs with their tails between their legs.


  The Evolution of Respect for Authority in Humans


  In the words of the primate researcher Michael Haslam, “there appear to be clear continuities between humans and nonhuman primates regarding the realization and representation of dominance” and by implication, the realization and representation of respect for authority.16 Like other social animals, we are naturally inclined to uphold social hierarchies and to show deference toward authority. As expressed by Denise Cummins, “the intimate relationship between social status and neuroendocrine responses [observed in other primates] is plainly evident in modern humans. You may believe you don’t think much about status, but your endocrine system shows otherwise.”17 Researchers have observed dominance and status hierarchies in children as young as two years old,18 and some investigators have concluded that “social dominance is the earliest stable dimension of peer group social organization. . . . Even toddlers seem to be acutely aware of these differences in that they prefer to associate with and imitate high-status as opposed to low-status individuals.”19 Unilateral respect for authority stems from primitive mechanisms in our old brains.


  We are similar to other primates in acquiring primitive mental mechanisms that dispose us to behave in primitively dominant and submissive ways in contexts in which these forms of conduct paid off in early human environments. Like other animals, we respond to some situations in primitive “fight-or-flight” ways. However, such continuities notwithstanding, we differ from other social animals because later-evolved structures in our new brains enable us to define status in more complex ways than other animals do and to invoke more complex social strategies. In contrast to other primates, we inherit dispositions to invoke strategies that uphold the social orders of the larger and more egalitarian groups to which we belong. Early-evolved and later-evolved mental mechanisms interact with each other in ways that affect how they function and how they give rise to decisions about respecting authority.


  Revisiting Piaget’s Model of Moral Development


  Piaget was a brilliant theorist and astute observer of children’s behavior. However, in much the same way that evolutionary theory helped refine the psychological theories of morality that I discussed in Part II of this book, viewing Piaget’s observations and insights through the lens of evolution can cast them in a more informative light. Whereas Piaget focused on the tendency for young children to view morality in terms of unilateral respect for authority and for older children to develop increasingly autonomous moral orientations based in mutual respect, evolutionary theorists focus on the adaptive value of deference to authority in early human groups and the reasons that early humans supplemented this strategy with increasingly egalitarian moral strategies as they evolved.


  Viewed from the perspective of evolution, we would expect children to inherit the capacity to develop dominant and deferential dispositions regulated in part by neurohormonal processes in much the same way that other primates do. We would expect children to be disposed to experience unilateral respect for the authority of their parents and other adults who are bigger, stronger, and wiser than they are, as so eloquently described by Piaget. However, we also would expect relatively small, weak, and low-status children to show deference to their bigger, stronger, and higher-status peers, and for the latter to behave in dominant ways toward the former. We would expect adults to possess the capacity to behave in both dominant and subordinate ways, and for each type of strategy to be activated in appropriate conditions. It follows that we would expect people to behave in both dominant and deferential ways during all stages of their lives.


  Although it is true that when children reach adolescence, they (like other primates) become less inclined to adopt deferential strategies and respect the authority of their parents and other adults, and more likely to form coalitions (e.g., cliques; gangs), the coalitions formed by adolescents are usually structured in terms of dominance and status hierarchies. As dramatically demonstrated in Stanley Milgram’s famous experiments on obedience to authority, most adults are more highly disposed to respect powerful authorities than they are comfortable acknowledging. Respect for authority is prominent in military contexts, cults, and authoritarian countries such as North Korea in which leaders are practically worshiped as gods. Members of cults may even be willing to kill themselves and their children when commanded to by their leaders.20 Religions demand deference to and supplication of powerful gods, and some people practically worship high-status movie stars, rock stars, famous athletes, presidents, and other celebrities.


  The activation of deferential strategies in adults is depicted well in the film Cool Hand Luke. In this movie, Paul Newman plays the role of Luke Jackson, who has been confined in a Florida prison camp for a drunken display of disorderly conduct. Establishing himself quickly as a dominant male among his fellow prisoners, Luke initially defies the authority of a sadistic alpha male guard. However, after a series of severe punishments, Luke seems to give in and submit to the guard’s authority. To the disgust of the other prisoners, this seemingly broken prisoner appears to subjugate himself to the guard and attempt to ingratiate to him, bowing, scraping, and emitting deferential utterances such as “Yes, boss” and “No, boss.” As it turns out, Cool Hand Luke is faking, but the apparent change from dominant to submissive behavior captured so well in Newman’s kowtowing body language and obsequious verbalizations offers a compelling example of the availability of deferential strategies to even the most dominant members of groups.


  We are like other primates when we engage in strategic social interactions to elevate our status. Even though we may invoke more complex and far-sighted strategies than other animals do—strategies such as accumulating wealth, moving into an expensive neighborhood, gaining admission to a good university, getting a promotion, sporting a luxury automobile, or rubbing shoulders with the rich and famous—we are guided by the same overriding goal as the one pursued by other primates: to elevate our position in status hierarchies.


  Piaget emphasized the role that the development of higher-order cognitive abilities such as perspective taking and moral reasoning plays in the changes he observed in children’s moral orientation. Evolutionary theorists view these abilities as tools that enabled early humans to advance their interests in the most effective ways in the groups to which they belonged. Seen in this way, the reason that we become increasingly prone to invoke egalitarian moral orientations based in mutual respect as we grow older is because cooperative strategies tend to pay off better than dominant or submissive strategies in resolving the conflicts of interest experienced by older members of relatively egalitarian groups who are roughly equal in power and status.


  How Moral Is Respect for Authority?


  At the beginning of this chapter, I mentioned that there are notable differences among people in the value they place on respect for authority. For some, respect for authority is a cardinal moral virtue, but for others, it is a source of immoral behavior. Piaget was not a fan of unilateral respect for authority, which he considered an immature moral sentiment, and neither was the anthropologist Christopher Boehm, who argued that the kind of respect for authority that induces low-ranking members of groups to subordinate themselves to tyrannical alpha males produces and sustains immoral social systems. Piaget argued that moral development involves replacing immature forms of unilateral respect with more mature and egalitarian forms of mutual respect, and Boehm argued that the evolution of morality involved replacing hierarchical social orders dominated by alpha males with egalitarian social orders such as those displayed by hunter-gatherers. Piaget focused on the moralizing effects of peer relations and cognitive development and Boehm focused on the moralizing effect of shared power and authority, or coalitional dominance: “morality is based heavily on social pressure, punishment, and other kinds of direct social manipulation by which the hostilely aroused majority use their power over [domineering] individuals in the band.”21


  I agree with Piaget that mutual respect is generally more moral than unilateral respect for authority, and I agree with Boehm that defying the authority of powerful individuals who impose authoritarian social systems that uphold unequal or unfair distributions of resources is more moral than respecting their authority. However, I would argue that mutual respect among peers is harder to come by than Piaget implied and that anti-authoritarian behaviors are not enough to produce moral societies. I believe that developmental psychologists such as Piaget and evolutionary anthropologists such as Boehm have underestimated the extent to which members of even the most egalitarian groups are naturally inclined to try to maximize their gains and to minimize their costs in interactions with others. Although we may become increasingly prone to adopt cooperative strategies with our peers as we get older, and although we may be prone to defy authorities who block our efforts to advance our interests, we also are prone to exploit those who are subordinate to us and to manipulate and pressure our peers to obey the rules and make the sacrifices necessary to uphold our groups while ourselves fudging on the rules and shirking our duties when we can get away with it.


  When evaluating the moral value of deferential behaviors, we need to look beyond respect for authority and evaluate the rules, laws, norms, and practices that those in authority enforce. It may be moral to respect those who use their authority to uphold fair moral orders, but it is immoral to respect those who use their authority to pursue immoral ends. In addition, I think we need to evaluate the source of people’s authority. I don’t think we have much of a moral obligation to obey self-proclaimed or unfairly appointed authorities, but we do have an obligation to, at least, show respect for those who achieve authoritative statuses fairly. I am reminded of an occasion when one of my adolescent daughter’s friends advanced the idea that it would be moral to “off the pigs”—that is to say, to kill or overthrow those who uphold our laws. I took my best shot at arguing that it is in everyone’s interest to designate members of society to catch and punish criminals who violate laws designed to advance everyone’s welfare (including my daughter’s friend’s) if the laws were derived democratically, so we are obliged to respect the authority of those whom we designate to perform this important function. Of course, my arguments fell on deaf ears, and in frustration I ended up resorting to “Well then, the next time someone breaks into your house or steals your wallet or assaults you, don’t call the ‘pigs.’ You can’t have it both ways.” I would argue that if you want to reap the benefits of rules, regulations, and laws that uphold cooperative social orders and prevent others from exploiting you, you are obliged to respect the authority of those who enforce the rules, even when they constrain your own behavior.


  Summary


  Developmental psychologists such as Jean Piaget discovered that young children view morality primarily in terms of obedience to authority. Evolutionary theorists have shown that the mental mechanisms that induce children to obey authority have ancient roots. Primitive forms of deference are regulated by essentially the same neurological and hormonal processes in humans as they are in other primates.


  Like other primates, we are naturally inclined to form dominance and status hierarchies in which subordinate members of groups respect the authority of those who are higher in the hierarchy. Such hierarchies create social order in groups. Well-organized groups are able to produce more resources for their members than poorly organized groups are.


  The benefits of hierarchical social orders notwithstanding, there is an inevitable tension in dominance and status hierarchies because the high-ranking members tend to have a greater incentive than lower-ranking members do to uphold the rules and norms that define the status quo. In contrast, lower-ranking members tend to have more incentive to skirt the rules, to elevate their status within the system, and to change the social order.


  I have suggested that mental mechanisms such as those that regulate perspective taking and moral reasoning evolved in the context of strategic social interactions. One of the main goals pursued by those who interact in the social arena is to elevate their status. Researchers have found that status is positively correlated with social cognitive abilities such as those that enable people to solve social problems, to persuade others to adopt their ideas, to assume leadership positions, to make good impressions, and to engage in effective forms of deception.


  To behave morally, we must suppress the urge to behave in selfish ways. Philosophers and social scientists have recognized the limitations of externally imposed methods of suppressing selfishness. Developmental psychologists and evolutionary anthropologists have argued that externally imposed morality reinforced by punishment is inferior to internally motivated morality based on cooperation, because the latter is more balanced and stable. Although some theorists have argued that there is a natural tendency for the morality of constraint to be replaced by the morality of cooperation—both developmentally and phylogenetically—the evidence indicates that deferential dispositions and respect for authority play important roles in regulating social relations and influencing conceptions of morality throughout the life span.
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  Fairness and Honesty


  When we join with others to advance our interests, we are faced with ongoing decisions about how much we should give and how much we should receive in return. We move in with a partner. How much rent should each of us pay, and how much should each of us contribute to the upkeep of our residence? We form a study group with some classmates. How much should each of us contribute to the project and how should our contributions affect our grades? We need to borrow money. Should we ask a friend for a loan, and if so, should we pay interest? We avail ourselves of public goods such as roads, sewers, water, and electricity. What portion of their cost should we pay?


  Faced with decisions such as these, three main strategies are open to us—giving less than our share and taking more (behaving selfishly), giving more than our share and taking less (behaving altruistically), and giving and taking our fair share (behaving fairly). I discussed the evolution of selfish strategies in previous chapters, and I will discuss the evolution of altruistic strategies in ensuing chapters. I will discuss the evolution of fair strategies here.


  How Fair Strategies Evolve


  The explanation I advanced for the evolution of cooperation takes us a long way toward explaining how fair strategies evolve because cooperative strategies tend to be fair, or at least fairer than selfish and altruistic strategies. To recap, I suggested that under certain conditions members of social species are able to gain more by cooperating with others than by behaving selfishly, but in order for cooperative strategies to evolve, they must contain antidotes to cheating. I used Tit for Tat as an example of a cooperative strategy that is effective under certain conditions, pointing out that this strategy enables individuals to reap the benefits of cooperating with others while guarding against being exploited by cheaters on an ongoing basis. Under supportive conditions, the Tit for Tat strategy can pay off genetically, and therefore evolve, because it enables individuals to solve social dilemmas in mutually beneficial ways. The principle underlying the effectiveness of Tit for Tat is a principle of fairness: Give what you get; balance the scales of giving and receiving. But Tit for Tat is not the only fair strategy, and it is not the best. As I have discussed, game theorists have found that other fair strategies can defeat Tit for Tat in evolutionary games, and social scientists have found that other forms of fairness can produce more benefits than Tit for Tat does in everyday life.


  Fair strategies tend to pay off better than selfish strategies for the same reasons that cooperative strategies tend to pay off better than uncooperative strategies. To extend the discussion of the evolution of cooperation, fair strategies enable individuals to avoid costs of selfishness such as failing to solve adaptive problems, provoking others to get even, getting rejected or punished, and contributing to the number of selfish members in groups who end up pulling one another down. Members of early human groups who behaved fairly may have been more likely than those who behaved unfairly to obtain resources, to attract exchange partners, to win mates, and to elevate their status. If early humans selected mates who were genetically disposed to invoke fair social strategies, fairness could have evolved through sexual selection, and we would expect groups replete with members who were disposed to do their fair share to outcompete groups composed of selfish individualists and to be more stable over time.


  This said, it is important to recognize that cooperative strategies may vary with respect to how fair they are. It is rarely necessary for individuals to do exactly their fair share in order to reap the benefits of cooperation. Fairness may be reckoned in many ways, and it often is difficult to determine whether individuals are, in fact, doing their fair share, which can create wriggle room for individuals to tilt the scales of justice in ways that advance their interests.


  Fairness in the Animal Kingdom


  Game theorists have shown that fair strategies such as Tit for Tat can evolve, but is there any evidence that they actually have evolved in any species? It seems that there is. Consider vampire bats, for example. Vampire bats live in relatively stable social groups of about eight to twelve roost-mates comprised mainly of kin but also often including some nonkin as well. They fly out each evening to forage for blood from cows, horses, and other animals. Bats that fail to obtain blood within a period of sixty hours or so may starve to death. Female vampire bats are able to regurgitate blood to feed their young.


  A biologist named Gerald Wilkinson from the University of Maryland observed a group of vampire bats and recorded who regurgitated blood for whom. As Wilkinson expected, most incidents involved mothers regurgitating blood for their infant offspring and grandmothers regurgitating blood for their grandchildren. However, Wilkinson also found that some bats regurgitated blood for nonrelated members of their groups as well.1


  Wilkinson hypothesized that these seemingly costly helping behaviors toward nonrelatives stemmed from a Tit for Tat strategy. To test this hypothesis, Wilkinson performed an experiment on eight nonrelated bats by starving one of them while the others became sated with blood, returning the starving bat to the group, and then recording which bats regurgitated blood for the hungry bat. Following this, Wilkinson starved the bats that had an opportunity to help their hungry fellow to see whether the bats they helped paid them back. They did. Bats that received blood from other bats were more likely to regurgitate blood for them in return when they were starving. Wilkinson concluded that vampire bats possess the ability to invoke a Tit for Tat type of strategy.


  You might assume that in view of the potential benefits of fair strategies such as Tit for Tat, such strategies would be prevalent in the animal kingdom. However, this has not turned out to be the case. Some biologists have accounted for this dearth by suggesting that the benefits of Tit for Tat strategies are dependent on a set of conditions that are met by only a few species. Consider vampire bats, for example. They live in relatively stable groups. They have relatively large brains for animals their size. They are able to recognize members of their groups and remember those who helped them and those who failed to help them. They experience a life-threatening problem that other bats can help them solve at relatively small costs. They are able to extend an adaptation designed to foster the welfare of their infants (regurgitation) to proffer assistance to others. And, finally, they are able to detect whether their roost-mates are cheating (failing to reciprocate blood when they are able to) by examining how distended their stomachs are after foraging.


  In addition to vampire bats, several primate species appear to have met the conditions necessary for the evolution of fair social strategies: they live in stable groups; they have relatively large brains; they experience life-threatening problems, and they are able to detect cheaters. Frans de Waal and others have observed chimpanzees engaging in forms of delayed reciprocity.2 For example, de Waal found that the likelihood of one chimpanzee helping another chimp increases after one chimp has received assistance from another chimp in a hostile exchange (“One good turn deserves another”), and that chimps are prone to behave aggressively toward those who have sided with others against them (“An eye for an eye”).3 In addition, chimps are more likely to share food with those who have groomed them earlier in the day than they are to share with chimps who have not stepped up.


  Human Forms of Fairness


  The mental mechanisms that mediate fairness in humans undoubtedly evolved in a Russian doll manner, with primitive forms of fairness such as those displayed by other animals mediated by primitive brain mechanisms, and more advanced and uniquely human forms mediated by later-evolved brain mechanisms. Social scientists have found that people are strongly disposed to invoke relatively simple Tit for Tat strategies in games such as The Prisoner’s Dilemma,4 and there is a great deal of evidence that people engage in Tit for Tat forms of reciprocity in their everyday lives. Children trade cards, stickers, and trinkets. Adults exchange dinner invitations and alternate picking up the check at restaurants. One partner cooks the meal; the other cleans up. Those who help others when they are in need expect to be helped in return. And, on the negative side, people engage in Tit for Tat blood feuds. Following an examination of social practices in other cultures, the sociologist Alvin Gouldner from Washington University concluded: “A norm of reciprocity is, I suspect, no less universal and important . . . than the incest taboo.”5 When people say things such as “You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours”; “Quid pro quo”; and “Don’t get mad, get even,” they are endorsing Tit for Tat strategies.


  This is, however, only part of the story of the evolution of fairness in the human species. As pointed out by several social scientists, we rarely invoke rigid Tit for Tat strategies when interacting with our friends and relatives.6 Instead, we are prone to adopt “You help me when I am in need, and I will help you when you are in need” types of strategies. Most of us are willing to make sacrifices for those in our inner circle of friends and relatives without any expectation of immediate returns.7 Indeed, studies have found that people may feel offended when their friends adopt an “exchange orientation” and try to repay them in a Tit for Tat manner.8 We don’t like it when our friends treat us like trading partners.


  

  Social Investments


  In accounting for the evolution of the types of social strategies adopted by friends, evolutionary psychologists John Tooby and Leda Cosmides from the University of California, Santa Barbara, allude to an economic problem called The Banker’s Paradox—the tendency of banks to be least likely to lend money to people when they need it the most.9 Tooby and Cosmides suggest that we solve social forms of this problem by being willing to suffer relatively small costs to help our friends over long periods of time in order to build the credit necessary to ensure that they (i.e., our “bankers”) will be there for us when we need help. In effect, we invest in our friends in much the same way we invest in insurance policies to foster our long-term security. A friend in need is a friend indeed and, as conveyed by lottery advertisements, you never know when someone whom you helped will strike it rich. Strategies that induce us to suffer the relatively small costs of doing many small favors for others in return for one big favor when our welfare is in jeopardy—one hundred Tits for one big Tat—are equipped to produce huge dividends. Generous behaviors that are costly to us at one point in time may help us build credit that we can cash when we need it the most, balancing the scales of justice.


  Complex Forms of Exchange


  In addition to our ability to tolerate unfair outcomes over relatively long periods of time before correcting the imbalance, we differ from other animals in our ability to balance the scales of giving and receiving by exchanging a wide array of goods and services. The forms of reciprocity observed in most species involve exchanges in kind—“You scratch my back, and I will scratch your back”; “You regurgitate blood for me, and I will regurgitate blood for you.” Although other primates exchange different kinds of goods and services—for example, food for sex, or assistance in antagonistic encounters for grooming—they do not come anywhere near our ability to invoke different kinds of goods and services to pay people back. The invention of money greatly expanded the range of commodities that we could trade.


  Finally, we are able to balance the scales of fairness in significantly more indirect ways than those adopted by other animals. For example, we help those who help others who, in turn, help us, and we contribute to public goods that we draw from when we are in need. What goes around comes around. In practicing indirect forms of reciprocity, we may give to all kinds of people who never pay us back directly, and we may receive from all kinds of people whom we have never helped.


  The Evolution of Honesty


  As discussed, language enables us to induce others to believe the things we tell them—to accept our views of reality—which enables us to issue promises and threats such as “If you help me now, when I am in need, I will help you later, when you are in need”; “If you harm me or betray me, I will get even”; “If you forgive me this transgression, I will make it up to you”; “If you marry me, I promise to have you and to hold you from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and health, to love and to cherish, until death do us part.” Promises enable us to persuade others that the investments they make in us will pay off in the end, and threats enable us to persuade others to resist the temptation to treat us unfairly.


  But why would we tell the truth or keep our word when it is costly to do so? Why isn’t honesty a losing strategy when competing against dishonest strategies such as those that involve lying and cheating? Wouldn’t we gain more by suckering others—misleading them, inducing them to believe lies that benefit us, breaking our promises, failing to keep our word, failing to honor our commitments, reneging on our social contracts, and taking benefits without suffering the costs? The problem with immoral tactics such as these is that if the truth comes out, those whom you deceive and sucker may respond by rejecting you as an exchange partner in the future, and they may spread the word. It is usually (but not always) in our long-term interest to tell the truth and keep our promises and threats because the long-term benefits of sustaining a reputation for keeping our word and being viewed as honest and trustworthy outweigh the short-term costs of fulfilling our commitments.10


  An evolutionary economist from Cornell University, Robert Frank, has advanced a model of commitment that he considers “a tentative first step in the construction of a theory of unopportunistic behavior.”11 Frank accepts the idea that people are motivated to pursue material gains but argues that those who pursue self-interested goals directly in selfish ways “are doomed to fail,” because “they cannot solve commitment problems.” Frank asserts that those who make and keep their commitments end up advancing their long-term interests more effectively than those who do not because they induce others to trust them and help them when they are in need. Frank argues that “passions” such as gratitude and vindictiveness that “lead people to behave in seemingly irrational ways,” by for example, keeping their promises and carrying out their threats when it is costly to do so, “can indirectly lead to greater material well-being.”12 The idea that social emotions motivate people to resist the temptation to pursue immediate rewards in order to increase the probability of obtaining more valuable long-term benefits, which I discussed when talking about the evolution of self-control, has been endorsed by several evolutionary theorists.13


  Why Us?


  Why did complex fairness strategies evolve in our species, but not in other species? Building on the explanation for the evolution of Tit for Tat strategies in vampire bats offered earlier, the answer lies in the conditions faced by early humans in the environments in which they evolved—conditions that fostered the evolution of the human brain. Focusing on reciprocity, Robert Trivers suggested that “during the Pleistocene, and probably before, a hominid species would have met the preconditions for the evolution of reciprocal altruism; for example, long life span, low dispersal rate, life in small, mutually dependent and stable social groups, and a long period of parental care leading to extensive contacts with close relatives over many years.”14 Jeffry Stevens, Fiery Cushman, and Marc Hauser from Harvard University have argued that sophisticated mental abilities are necessary to create and to sustain delayed forms of reciprocity. Advanced cognitive abilities such as those that enable us to remember who helped us and harmed us, to understand the long-term consequences of our social behaviors, to plan for the future, and to delay gratification undoubtedly played important roles in the evolution of complex forms of fairness. As mentioned, our language abilities make us unique in the animal kingdom in the ability to make commitments, to negotiate deals, and to affect others’ reputations. However, as discussed earlier, our advanced cognitive abilities are double-edged swords that also can be used to outplay others in social games and foster our interests at their expense.


  

  Dealing With Injustice


  Earlier, I pointed out that it is inevitable that those who are involved in mutually beneficial cooperative exchanges will make honest mistakes or succumb to the temptation to behave selfishly. You lend people money, but they fail to pay you back. You invite someone over for a dinner, but don’t get invited back. You serve your dinner guests steak and they repay you with eggplant. You dine out with a friend who consistently forgets his wallet or leaves for the bathroom when the bill reaches the table. You depend on your neighbors to keep an eye on your house while you are away, but they forget to water your plants and collect your mail. You detect that your coworkers are not pulling their weight. You contribute to society, but discover that freeloaders are availing themselves of more than their share of the public goods. Retributive and corrective forms of justice pertain to the strategies that members of cooperative groups invoke to deal with such inequities, transgressions, and mistakes—how they go about correcting the imbalances created by those who do less than their share and those who exploit others. What kinds of strategies worked best in early human environments? What kinds of retributive and corrective strategies evolved?


  One way of dealing with people who behave unfairly is to shun them or expel them from your group. Everyone has invoked this strategy: “We are no longer on speaking terms”; “I want a divorce”; “We are kicking you out of our group”; “You are dead to me.” Although ostracism is pervasive in some groups, such as those that practice shunning, it is limited when we stand to lose benefits from those whom we ostracize and when it diminishes the effectiveness of our groups.


  Another way of dealing with those who violate norms of fairness is to punish them, but this strategy also is limited because it may cost us time and effort, and recipients of punishment may retaliate. Punishment is a particularly problematic strategy when wrongdoers behave unfairly toward third parties, groups, and societies. Why should we step up and suffer the potential costs of punishing transgressors?


  A third way of dealing with those who behave unfairly is to induce them to make amends by threatening to punish them if they do not change their ways. Not too long ago I was tending my granddaughter. I took her out for lunch and bought her a chocolate bar. Later, the family went out for dinner. After she received her dessert—a bowl of her favorite food, chocolate ice cream—I asked her for a spoonful, and she refused. I reminded her that I had done quite a few nice things for her earlier in the day. In effect, I was attempting to induce her to invoke a fair strategy—if someone does something nice for you, you should do something nice for that person in return. However, this overture was decidedly unsuccessful, causing her to pull her bowl of chocolate ice cream out of my reach. So, without thinking much about it, I responded by making a commitment to invoke a retributive strategy, saying, “Okay, if you won’t share with me, I won’t share with you in the future; no more treats from grandpa.” After a brief hesitation, I received (reluctantly) a (very small) spoonful of ice cream. A couple of weeks later, I tested the stability of my corrective strategy and received (with even more hesitation) another (very small) spoonful.


  In many situations, it is in our ultimate interest to induce those who behave in selfish ways—toward us, toward our friends and relatives, toward members of our groups, and toward society as a whole—to change their ways, to “teach them a lesson,” to motivate them to make up for their selfish behavior and to help them become fair exchange partners and productive members of society. It also often is in the long-term interest of wrongdoers to apologize, to change their ways, to make amends, and to reform. Corrective and restorative strategies are designed to balance the scales of justice by making cheaters pay for their selfish behavior and by compensating those whom they have treated unfairly.


  In addition to the strategy that I invoked with my granddaughter—threatening future punishment for selfish behavior and providing a chance to avoid this punishment by making amends—people invoke a wide array of other corrective strategies. Game theorists have found that strategies that enable individuals who have behaved selfishly to make up for their mistakes, such as “Contrite Tit for Tat,” and strategies that forgive occasional mistakes, such as “Tit for Two Tats” and “Generous Tit for Tat,” tend to fare better than more rigid Tit for Tat strategies because they enable those who invoke them to break self-defeating iterations of selfishness while avoiding exploitation by unrepentantly selfish strategies.15


  One of the primary duties of parents is to induce their children to resist the temptation to behave unfairly and when the children transgress, to make amends. To fulfil this duty, parents employ strategies such as punishing their children, grounding them, manipulating them, withdrawing love, making it worth their while to behave fairly, explaining why it is wrong to behave in selfish ways, giving them a chance to make up for their bad behavior, and forgiving them when they make amends.


  The challenge of dealing with those who violate norms of fairness is particularly acute at a societal level. All societies must develop and sustain strategies to catch and punish wrongdoers. To this end, they employ devices such as radar guns, CCTV, and police forces to catch wrongdoers, institutions such as courts and tribunals to give those accused of wrongdoing a fair trial, and penalties such as fines, confiscation of property, loss of privileges, prison, and death to punish those convicted of crimes.


  Summary


  Evolutionary theorists view fair behaviors as products of strategies that evolved because they paid off better genetically than unfair behaviors did in early human environments. Under certain conditions, early humans who invoked fair strategies fared better than those who invoked unfair strategies because fair strategies enabled them to reap the benefits of cooperation and avoid the costs of selfishness and altruism. The merits of fair strategies lie in the balance of giving and receiving that they produce: If everyone behaves fairly, everyone suffers their share of the costs and enjoys their share of the benefits. There is something in it for everyone. By balancing costs and benefits, fair strategies enable all interested parties to avoid coming out with the short end of the stick.


  Evolutionary game theorists have demonstrated that fair strategies can evolve under certain conditions, and biologists have found that strategies such as Tit for Tat have evolved in some species, though these strategies are not as prevalent in the animal kingdom as we might assume. Like other animals, we behave in fair ways. However, our cognitive and language abilities enable us to employ significantly more complex forms of fairness than those employed by other animals. In particular, our ability to plan, to anticipate the future, to make commitments, and to engage in indirect forms of reciprocity enable us to suffer short-term costs in order to reap long-term gains and to expand the range of those participating in systems of cooperative exchange. Although it might seem that lying, making promises that we don’t keep, and issuing threats that we don’t honor would be optimal strategies, dishonesty can be costly when it sullies our reputations and reduces our credibility.


  To evolve, fair strategies must contain ways of redressing the inevitable inequities that occur when people make mistakes and succumb to the temptation to behave unfairly. To redress imbalances, we invoke retributive strategies such as punishing and ostracizing transgressors, or corrective strategies such as inducing them to make amends. The strategies that we invoke are designed in ways that enable us to reap the long-term benefits of upholding our groups and preserving cooperative relations with those who possess the potential to benefit us in the future.
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  A Sense of Justice


  We may behave fairly for many reasons—some good, and some bad. For example, we may behave fairly because we believe that this strategy will pay off better for us than behaving unfairly, because we feel compelled to follow the rules, because we are motivated to conform to norms of fairness, because the Bible tells us so, or out of a sense of justice. A sense of justice is a significant aspect of human nature. All normal people—and perhaps other animals as well—possess a sense of justice that guides their judgments about how to divide resources (“distributive justice”), how to fulfill contractual obligations (“commutative justice”), and how to right wrongs (“retributive” and “corrective” justice). Reflect back on some of the decisions I alluded to in previous discussions. Should we help people who help us? How should we divide rent and household chores? What portion of the cost of public goods should we pay? Virtually everyone will be guided by the same basic principle when they answer these questions: a principle of fairness. We all value fairness and everyone reacts negatively to perceived injustices—sometimes very strongly—especially when we, our friends, and our relatives are the victims. You wouldn’t have to observe young children on the playground for long before hearing them say such things as “It’s not fair”; “You went first last time; now it is my turn”; “You are supposed to share”; “If you don’t help me, I won’t help you”; “I’ll get back at you.” A sense of justice is an integral aspect of human nature.


  Although there are individual differences in people’s sense of justice, everyone’s sense of justice is based on the idea that there should be a balance between what people give to others and what they receive from others—a balance between rights and duties and between the benefits and burdens of cooperation. Conceptions of justice are captured well in images of scales. To understand fully why people behave fairly and are motivated to get even with others, we need to know how the mental mechanisms that endow them with a sense of justice evolved, what activates them, what kinds of psychological states they engender, and how they affect the social strategies that people invoke and the moral decisions they make. We also need to understand how a sense of justice develops throughout the life span. As with other sources of moral decision-making, the evidence suggests that both early-evolved primitive emotional brain systems and later-evolved rational brain systems contribute to this sense. Psychologists have begun to map the design of these mechanisms, and neuroscientists have begun to identify the structures in the brain that house them.


  Emotional Sources of a Sense of Justice


  In previous chapters, I suggested that emotions such as greed, lust, envy, wrath, and pride motivate us to invoke selfish strategies, and in the next chapter I will present evidence that emotions such as love and empathy motivate us to invoke altruistic strategies. In this chapter, I will argue that a suite of emotions evolved to motivate us to behave fairly and to uphold justice.


  It is worth noting that emotions that induce us to uphold justice are mainly reactive in nature. Their function is to motivate us to correct imbalances that threaten beneficial cooperative relations. Social relations may become unbalanced in four ways—(a) when others harm us, wrong us, and give us less than we deserve, (b) when others help us, favor us, and give us more than we deserve, (c) when we help others and give them more than they deserve, and (d) when we harm others and give them less than they deserve. Particular emotions motivate us to correct each of these types of imbalance.


  Emotional Reactions to Being Wronged by Others and Receiving Less Than We Deserve


  Robert Trivers suggested that “a sense of fairness has evolved in the human species as the standard against which to measure the behavior of other people, so as to guard against cheating in reciprocal relationships,”1 and that “such cheating is expected to generate strong emotional reactions, because unfair arrangements, repeated often, may exact a very strong cost [in biological welfare].”2 Trivers goes on to assert that “an attachment to fairness or justice is self-interested and we repeatedly see in life . . . that victims of injustice feel the pain more strongly than do disinterested bystanders and far more than do the perpetrators.”3 However, this is not the full story: We also may react strongly to injustices perpetrated against others, and we may experience feelings of forgiveness that motivate us to give those who have wronged us a second chance.


  Moral Outrage and Vindictiveness


  Anthropologists have found that some of our primate cousins experience strong negative reactions when they receive less than they feel that they deserve. Consider a study conducted by Sarah Brosnan and Frans de Waal from Emory University, for example. These investigators allowed one capuchin monkey to observe another capuchin monkey receive a highly valued reward (a grape) for performing a task; then the researchers offered the observer a less desirable reward (a cucumber slice) for performing the same task. Brosnan and de Waal found that the monkeys that received the less desirable rewards became outraged, refused to accept them, and even threw them away. These negative reactions were intensified when the monkeys that received the more highly valued reward did not have to work for it. Brosnan and de Waal concluded that “capuchin monkeys thus seem to measure reward in relative terms, comparing their own rewards with those available and their own efforts with those of others.”4 This seems like a primitive sense of fairness. Brain researchers have found that when we experience moral outrage, areas in our brains associated with anger light up,5 and we often feel like lashing out against those whom we believe wronged us. Consider road rage, for example. Such feelings often dissipate quite quickly, but in some cases, they become transformed into more enduring feelings of vindictiveness. When we feel vindictive, we are motivated to get even with those whom we feel have wronged us, which may take some time. Frans de Waal and Sarah Brosnan believe that “the squaring of accounts in the negative domain . . . may represent a precursor to human justice, since justice can be viewed as a transformation of the urge for revenge, euphemized as retribution, in order to control and regulate behavior.”6


  Although feelings of outrage may precede feelings of vindictiveness, neuroscientists have found that vindictive states are mediated by different brain structures from those that mediate moral outrage. In contrast to hot-headed anger, revenge is a dish that is usually served by brain mechanisms that run warm. When we are in a vengeful state, areas of our brain implicated in striving for desirable outcomes and pursuing rewarding goals light up,7 and when we achieve revenge or learn that those who have treated us unfairly will be punished, areas associated with feelings of satisfaction light up.8 As expressed by Michael McCullough in a book entitled Beyond Revenge: The Evolution of the Forgiveness Instinct:


  

    Mark Twain once wrote, “Revenge is wicked, & unchristian & in every way unbecoming . . . (But it is powerful sweet, anyway).” A twenty-first-century paraphrase might read, “Revenge pays neurochemical dividends.” People who have been harmed by another person are goaded into revenge by a brain system that hands them a promissory note certifying that revenge, when it comes, will make them feel good. . . . A hard truth of human nature is that it’s often pleasant to watch our enemies suffer, and it’s a pleasure that we’ll sometimes go to great lengths to acquire. Natural selection’s logic here seems pretty easy to comprehend: by paying us back with pleasure, our brains ensure that we’ll go to the trouble of seeking the social advantages that come from returning harm for harm. Injustice, modern neuroscience tells us, can make sadists of us all.9


  


  Feelings of revenge and vindictiveness probably play a more significant role in human behavior than most people assume. Evolutionary psychologists Martin Daly and the late Margo Wilson, from McMaster University, surveyed the ethnographic records of sixty societies and found that revenge played an important role in the social relations of people from virtually all of them.10 We may hold grudges for long periods of time, waiting our chance to get even with those whom we believe have wronged us.


  Righteous Indignation


  Although other primates react negatively when members of their troupes treat them unfairly, we stand out in the animal kingdom in our disposition to experience moral outrage toward free-riders and those who behave unfairly toward third parties. As expressed by J. Q. Wilson, “our sense of justice . . . involves a desire to punish wrongdoers, even when we are not the victims, and that sense is a ‘spontaneous’ and ‘natural’ sentiment.”11 Interpreting findings from economic games, Simon Gächter and Benedikt Hermann from the University of Nottingham conclude, “overall, the results suggest that free riding causes negative emotions . . . [which is] consistent with the hypothesis that emotions trigger punishment.”12


  

  Forgiveness


  Recently, I watched a moving clip on the evening news in which the brother of a black man who had been shot to death by a policewoman who had entered his apartment believing it was her own expressed sympathy for the woman, forgave her, and argued against sending her to prison. At the end of his statement, he asked the judge whether he could hug the woman who killed his brother. Although few of us would rise to this level of forgiveness, the emotions that mediate it are an important aspect of human nature and the nature of other primates as well.


  In his book on revenge and forgiveness, Michael McCullough argues that forgiveness is as significant a social instinct as revenge is. He cites evidence showing that chimpanzees and other primates engage in forgiving behaviors and that forgiveness constitutes a cultural universal in the human species.13 As implied by sayings such as “Two wrongs don’t make a right,” “Everyone makes mistakes,” “Forgive and forget,” and “Forgive those who transgress against you for they know not what they do,” humans recognize the value of repairing broken relations. McCullough reviews research by anthropologists demonstrating that when blood feuds become excessively costly to both sides, those involved in them may engage in elaborate reconciliation rituals.


  Social psychologists have found that forgiveness is activated by four main “if” conditions: (a) feeling close to, and prone to empathize with, a person who harmed you; (b) feeling anxious about losing a valued, potentially beneficial, relationship; (c) feeling confident that the person who harmed you will not harm you again; and (d) anticipating that forgiving him or her will enhance your security. To determine whether these conditions are met, we attend to information such as whether those who victimized us intended to inflict harm on us, could have avoided harming us, regret their behavior, and are likely to repeat the offence.


  The neurochemistry of forgiveness involves mental mechanisms that reduce distress precipitated by social conflicts. Being mistreated activates stress hormones such as cortisol that generate unpleasant feelings of anger and anxiety. When we hold grudges, we nurture negative feelings, which as we all know, may fester for long periods of time. I have friends who are still berating their ex-spouses following divorces that occurred decades ago. After reviewing research demonstrating that reconciliation reduces distress in other primates, McCullough argues that it is a mistake to assume that humans derive decisions about forgiving others in more rational ways: “As is the case with the nonhuman primates, it’s our emotions that are central.”14 McCullough closes his discussion of forgiveness by making the following general point:


  

    For years, many biologists and social scientists alike viewed positive human characteristics—love, friendship, faithfulness, gratitude, honesty, altruism, cooperation, forgiveness, and so forth—as exceptions to the rule of human nature, as self-delusions, or as a white-wash that we’ve brushed on top of humanity’s ruthless, competitive, aggressive, authentic nature . . .[however,] forgiveness, like other positive human attributes, isn’t a pretty façade that we use to mask the ugly reality that we’re vengeful brutes. The capacity to forgive is every bit as much a product of natural selection as is our penchant for revenge is; it is also an intrinsic feature of human nature—crafted by natural selection—that exists today because it was adaptive in the ancestral environment in which the human species developed.15


  


  Emotional Reactions to Being Helped by Others and Receiving More Than We Deserve


  In many situations, we are perfectly happy when others help us and when we receive more than our share. We can live with that kind of imbalance! We may feel good when we end up with the biggest slice of the pie, when we negotiate deals that favor us, when we get higher grades than our classmates do, and when we are the only one at work to get a raise. In many circumstances, especially when we feel we deserve more than our share, we are willing to take the money and run. However, we do not always feel this way. Under some circumstances, we may experience emotions such as gratitude and a sense of indebtedness that motivate us to even things up. Such emotions seem to stem from a primitive core of our brains that we share with other primates. Interpreting social exchanges among monkeys and apes, Frans De Waal and Sarah Brosnan assert that “the memory of a received service, such as grooming, induces a positive attitude toward the individual, a psychological mechanism described as ‘gratitude.’ ”16


  Gratitude


  Although feelings of gratitude and feelings of indebtedness are similar in that they motivate us to pay back those who have helped us and given us more than our share, neuroscientists and psychologists have found that these two reactions stem from different structures in our brains and give rise to different emotional experiences.17,18 We experience gratitude as a positive state that motivates us to do good things—not only for those who have helped us and given us more than our share but also for third parties.19 According to the neuroscientist Jorge Moll and his colleagues from the D’Or Institute for Research and Education in Brazil, “gratitude is associated with a feeling of attachment to the other agent and often promotes the reciprocation of favors. . . . the greater one’s gratitude for a benefit, the greater one’s desire to help, praise, and be near the benefactor.”20 Michael McCullough and his colleagues suggest that gratitude may have evolved “to stimulate not only direct reciprocal altruism, but also [what has been called] ‘upstream reciprocity’: passing benefits on to third parties instead of returning benefits to one’s benefactors.”21 “Upstream reciprocity,” or paying it forward, favors the evolution of the kinds of systems of indirect reciprocity that contribute so much to our welfare.


  Indebtedness


  In contrast to the positive emotional state instilled by feelings of gratitude, we tend to feel bad when we feel indebted to others. We feel beholden to them, and we experience this state as a burden that instils in us an unwelcome obligation to repay. A sense of indebtedness makes us feel less than, or inferior to, those who have helped us—like recipients of charity from those who are better off, and therefore better than us. According to Michael McCullough and his colleagues, “the greater one’s indebtedness, the greater one’s distress and desire to avoid the benefactor.”22 Feelings of indebtedness motivate us to redress perceived inequities in order to regain a sense of equality.


  Emotional Reactions to Helping Others and Giving Others More Than They Deserve


  As we know from experience, we may react in a variety of ways when we help others and give them more than their share, depending on the circumstances. As I will discuss in Chapters 16 and 17, researchers have found that behaving generously can produce a variety of benefits, such as making us feel good about ourselves and enhancing our mood. I remember vividly an incident that occurred many years ago after I dropped my parents off at a train depot after Christmas. Feeling nostalgic as I walked back to my car in the snow, I was approached by an old woman wearing a tattered coat. “Could you spare some change?” she inquired, with a beseeching look on her toothless face. I reached in my pocket to find a twenty-dollar bill and impulsively handed it to her. After I had walked a few steps, I heard her exclaim in a tearful voice, “Twenty dollars! Oh my God, twenty dollars! God bless you!” It was the best twenty dollars I ever spent in my life. The memory it bought is priceless. As I will discuss, evidence that helping others can make us feel good has entered prominently into debates about whether we are capable of genuine altruism.


  Of course, we don’t always feel good after we give others more than their share. For example, we feel bad when we give people gifts that they don’t appreciate, when others fail to return our favors, and when we get suckered by those we trust. We tend to feel good when we voluntarily behave generously toward others as a tactic in strategies that evolved because they reaped such downstream benefits as inducing others to like us, to feel indebted to us, and to help us back, thus paying off in the end and balancing the scales of justice. In contrast, we tend to feel bad when we feel like we have been outplayed in social games, cheated, exploited, and sucked into contributing more than our share, with little promise of long-term benefits.


  Emotional Reactions to Harming Others and Giving Others Less Than They Deserve


  We also may react in a variety of ways when we harm others and give others less than their share. In some circumstances, such when we outplay others in social games and economic endeavors, we feel good about coming out ahead because this was exactly what we were aiming at. However, in other situations, such as when we succumb to the temptation of greediness and when we unintentionally harm innocent people, we feel bad about treating others unfairly. In such situations, we may experience emotions such as guilt and shame that motivate us to make amends for our misdeeds and redress the imbalances created by our selfish behaviors, thus restoring beneficial social relations.


  

  Guilt and Shame


  Not surprisingly, psychologists have found that feelings of guilt are evoked by the recognition that we were responsible for causing those to whom we feel attached to experience negative outcomes, especially when these outcomes result from behaviors that violate social norms such as norms of fairness.23 For example, we might feel guilty for failing to pay back those who have helped us and for taking more than our share. In contrast, we tend to experience feelings of shame when we behave in ways that present us in a negative light in public and damage our reputations, such as when we get caught cheating or stealing. When we feel ashamed of ourselves, we suffer a reduction in self-esteem and social dominance in our own eyes and in the eyes of others. As I write, public shaming, especially through social media, has grown to epic proportions.


  Neuroscientists have found that different brain structures light up when people experience guilt from those that light up when they experience shame and embarrassment.24,25 Punitive responses from others probably served as a selective force in the evolution of guilt, and loss of status probably mediated the evolution of shame. Both of these emotions make us feel sorry for harming others and behaving unfairly, and both motivate us to right our wrongs, thus balancing the scales of justice and avoiding retribution and damage to our reputations.


  The Development of a Sense of Justice


  At its primitive emotional core, we and other primates possess a similar sense of justice. However, in contrast to other primates, our sense of justice customarily undergoes significant changes as we develop cognitively and acquire the ability to exert increasingly powerful “top down” control over our primitive emotional reactions. Higher-order cognitive abilities enable us to anticipate the consequences of invoking various strategies, predict which strategies will pay off the best, plan, make social investments, engage in strategic social interactions, and weather the short-term costs that enable us to reap long-term gains. The thing about fair strategies is that they make sense—they are logical; you can promote them without contradicting yourself—so they tend to be effective in strategic interactions. As discussed earlier, it is difficult to argue that you deserve more than your share, and if everyone invokes this selfish principle, cooperative relations break down at everyone’s expense.


  In essence, Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, which I discussed in Part II of this book, pertains to changes in our conceptions of justice as we develop increasingly sophisticated cognitive abilities. When evaluating Kohlberg’s theory, I argued in favor of an “additive-inclusive” (Russian doll) model of moral development in which we retain our old conceptions of justice after we acquire more advanced conceptions, invoking the older forms of thought in appropriate conditions. Thus, for example, even though we may have developed highly sophisticated ideas about how to distribute resources and how to right wrongs, we may nonetheless invoke primitive Tit for Tat strategies when they contain the greatest promise of producing the best outcomes. Although we may be the only animals able to understand why a relatively advanced strategy such as “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you” is better equipped to produce just outcomes than more primitive strategies such as “Do others as they do you,” we still may be prone to invoke primitive strategies in certain situations in our everyday lives. You need only remember the last time you lashed out in anger to verify this point.


  Summary


  We possess a sense of justice that is regulated by a primitive core of emotions that may be affected by a more advanced layer of ideas that become increasingly sophisticated as we develop. Emotions such as moral outrage and vindictiveness induce us to get even with those who have harmed us, and feelings of righteous indignation motivate us to get even with those who have violated norms of fairness. When it is in our long-term interest to sustain relations with those who have trespassed against us and those who have trespassed against others, we may forgive them. Emotions such as gratitude and a sense of indebtedness induce us to pay back those who have helped us.


  How we feel when we give or take more than our share depends on a variety of conditional factors. We tend to feel good when we believe that we have outplayed others in social and economic games, but to feel bad when we feel that we have treated those we care for unfairly. We tend to feel guilty when we mistreat those on whom our welfare is dependent, and we tend to feel shame when we display unfair behaviors in front of others.


  The kinds of changes in our conceptions of morality that have been described by cognitive-developmental theorists such as Lawrence Kohlberg correspond to changes in our sense of justice. Although our sense of justice is regulated by primitive emotional reactions throughout our lives, our conceptions of justice tend to become increasingly refined and elaborate as we mature.
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  Biological Sources of Altruism


  As mentioned earlier, people from the Western world tend to equate altruism and morality. When I ask students for examples of moral behaviors, kind, charitable, humanitarian, and heroic acts top their lists, and when I ask them to name people they consider exceptionally moral, I inevitably receive nominees such as Mother Theresa and Martin Luther King Jr., who devoted their lives to improving the lot of others. Accounting for altruism should take us a long way toward solving the puzzle of morality.


  At the beginning of this book, I distinguished between two types of selfishness—genetic selfishness and psychological selfishness—and asserted that eminent evolutionary biologists have drawn incorrect conclusions about the capacity of humans and other animals to behave in moral ways because they conflated these two types of selfishness. The same point applies to altruism. The conclusions that we reach about the evolution of altruism will depend on how we define this construct. All too often people assume that they are arguing about the same thing when in fact they are arguing about qualitatively different phenomena. If someone asks you whether altruism “exists,” the most appropriate answer probably is, “It depends on what you mean by altruism.”


  What Is Altruism?


  Dictionaries distinguish between two main types of altruism: (a) “behavior of an animal that benefits another at its own expense,”1 and (b) “disinterested and selfless concern for the well-being of others.” Biologists have focused on the first kind of altruism, and psychologists have focused on the second kind, so let’s call the first type “biological altruism” and the second kind “psychological altruism.” Like the genetic forms of selfishness that I discussed earlier, biological altruism is defined in terms of the ultimate biological consequences of behaviors. To qualify as biologically altruistic, a behavior must bestow biological benefits on others at a biological cost to donors. In contrast, like the psychological forms of selfishness I discussed earlier in this book, psychological altruism is defined in terms of the immediate psychological motives and intentions driving behaviors. To qualify as psychologically altruistic, a behavior must be motivated by “selfless concern for the welfare of others.” Note that people may define words such as “selfless,” “welfare,” “well-being,” and so on in different ways.


  Biologists tend to view psychological sources of altruism as products of evolved mental mechanisms that were designed by natural selection. When biologists ask how such mechanisms evolved, it doesn’t really matter to them what kinds of psychological states the mechanisms generate. What matters to them is the ultimate effects that the behaviors produced by these mental mechanisms have on the biological welfare of donors and recipients. Indeed, biologists may consider entities such as bacteria and viruses that do not possess the capacity for a psychological state (let alone “selfless concern”) altruistic. I will discuss biological forms of altruism in this chapter and psychological forms of altruism in the next chapter.


  As mentioned earlier, biological forms of altruism have attracted a great deal of attention among evolutionary biologists because they seem to defy the laws of evolution. It would seem that animals that inherit genes that dispose them to behave in ways that increase the biological welfare of others at their own expense should fare poorly in the struggle for existence, and therefore be less likely to propagate such genes.


  To solve the puzzle of biological altruism, we must define “biological welfare.” This is not a straightforward task, because biologists have defined this construct in several ways. In this chapter, I will define it in terms of the probability of surviving. On this definition, biologically altruistic behaviors increase the chances of recipients surviving at a cost to the chances of donors surviving. I acknowledge that some biologists would object to this definition, arguing that it is more appropriate to define biological welfare in terms of reproductive success or propagation of genes. Therefore, for example, some biologists would not consider the sacrifices that parents make for their offspring altruistic—even when parents sacrifice their lives—because such sacrifices increased the parents’ reproductive success and helped them propagate replicas of their genes possessed by their offspring. I could avoid this definitional problem by acknowledging that I will discuss only one type of biological altruism—the type that pertains to the survival of individuals, but I have to say that I like my definition. It seems appropriate to deem evolved strategies that increase the chances of recipients surviving at a cost to the survival prospects of benefactors “biologically altruistic” because “bio” means life, or living, and it seems to me that sacrificing one’s life for the sake of others (as humans sometimes do and as some social insects customarily do) qualifies as biologically altruistic even if the individuals who benefit from this action are offspring.


  The key to understanding the evolution of biological forms of altruism lies in explaining how behaviors that diminish the survival prospects of donors and increase the survival prospects of recipients can pay off genetically—that is to say, how they can help donors propagate their genes. Alternatively, we need to explain how biologically altruistic behaviors that diminish actors’ chances of propagating their genes could evolve.


  How Biologically Altruistic Behaviors Can Evolve


  If you watch members of social species in action, it won’t take you long to observe incidents in which individuals appear to jeopardize their chances of surviving in order to increase the chances that other members of their groups will survive. For example, members of many species jeopardize their physical welfare in order to mate and to protect their offspring, and social insects readily sacrifice their lives to defend their colonies. The question is, How could such altruistic strategies evolve?


  A helpful way of framing this question is to assume that some individuals inherit genes that dispose them to behave in altruistic ways and other individuals inherit genes that dispose them to behave in selfish ways and ask how the altruism-coding genes could increase in the population at the expense of the selfishness-coding genes. As mentioned earlier, evolutionary theorists have identified three main ways in which biologically altruistic strategies could evolve—through processes that they have labeled sexual selection, kin selection, and group selection. I discussed these forms of selection in earlier chapters. In addition, I explained how evolved decision-making mechanisms can induce individuals to engage in maladaptive forms of altruism that do not help them propagate their genes. In this chapter, I will explain how adaptive and maladaptive forms of biological altruism can evolve, focusing on humans.


  

  The Evolution of Biologically Altruistic Behaviors Through Sexual Selection


  I discussed sexual selection earlier (Chapter 5) in relation to costly signaling theory. There are two main types of sexual selection—those that involve same-sex competitions, such as when males fight for sexual access to females, and those that involve members of the opposite sex choosing mates. The second type is most relevant to the evolution of altruism. The idea behind this form of sexual selection is simple: When members of sexually reproducing species select members of the opposite sex as sexual partners, they select the genes and genetically influenced traits that those they select contribute to their offspring and, therefore, to future generations. In the same way that aspects of nature such as the presence of predators or the availability of certain kinds of food select genes that guide the evolution of traits such as teeth, digestive systems, and running ability (natural selection), members of the opposite sex select genes that guide the evolution of traits such as physical size, plumage, and altruism by mating with partners who possess the genes that guide the development of the traits that they find appealing.


  As I have mentioned, we stand out from other species in the extent to which our offspring require assistance after they are born and, associated with this, the extent to which we form pair-bonds that endure long enough to ensure that our offspring get the care and attention they need to survive. It follows that we should exhibit a preference for mates who possess two kinds of traits: competence-related traits related to the ability to protect and provision us and our offspring, and altruistic traits related to the willingness to proffer such assistance. Thus, we would expect members of both sexes to prefer healthy, strong, vigorous, powerful, intelligent, and dominant partners who signal that they are willing to sacrifice their personal (survival) interests for the sake of their mates and their offspring. In social animals, we also would expect such individuals to enjoy relatively high status, further elevating their value as mates.


  There is a certain tension between the benefits of selecting mates who possess biologically altruistic traits that render them willing to sacrifice their interests for the sake of others and the benefits of selecting mates who possess biologically selfish traits that enable them to dominate others and advance their interest at others’ expense. Although individuals may benefit from choosing altruistic mates, they may suffer genetically from producing altruistic offspring that are disposed to sacrifice their biological welfare for the sake of others. And although individuals may benefit genetically from producing powerful and selfish offspring, they may suffer personally from choosing mates that dominate, exploit, or neglect them and their offspring.


  The evidence suggests that our early human ancestors resolved this tension in at least three ways, which we can observe playing out in current environments. First, in accordance with costly signaling theory, they selected partners who were strong enough and fit enough to put on costly displays of altruism.2 Second, they selected partners who were genetically disposed to behave in powerful ways toward others and in caring ways toward their mates and offspring. And finally, they formed pair-bonds with altruistic mates who were disposed to help them and their offspring (fostering the evolution of altruism), while engaging in “extramarital” affairs with dominant mates (favoring the evolution of selfishness).


  As we all know, human mating behavior is a very complex phenomenon, in large part because “each sex probably evolved a multitude of flexible strategies.”3 We possess the capacity to make commitments to, and show devotion toward, our mates and offspring, but we also possess the capacity to cheat on them, to neglect them, and to treat them selfishly. The strategies we end up invoking are affected by a variety of conditional factors, especially those that stem from cultural norms, taboos, institutions (such as marriage), reputation, gossip, punishment, and so on.


  To summarize, there is little question that sexual selection played an important role in the evolution of altruism in our species. Because early humans produced a relatively small number of offspring that required a great deal of assistance over long periods of time, it was in the genetic interest of members of both sexes to select partners with good genes who were willing and able to make the sacrifices necessary to ensure that their offspring survived and thrived. It probably is no coincidence that we stand out among sexually reproducing species in the animal kingdom in terms of the prevalence of mutual choice in mate selection (with both sexes displaying a preference for altruistic mates), our tendency to form relatively long mutually beneficial pair-bonds, and our capacity for altruism.4


  The Evolution of Biologically Altruistic Behaviors Through Kin Selection


  The prolonged dependency of human infants favored the evolution of altruism in our species because it increased the value of genes that disposed individuals to invest in their offspring.5 It is hard to overstate the significance of parental care for the evolution of altruism. The costs that parents are willing to suffer to benefit their offspring provide clear evidence that mental mechanisms that induce individuals to sacrifice their own chances of surviving (and reproducing) to increase the chances that other individuals will survive and reproduce can evolve. Inasmuch as parental care qualifies as biologically altruistic, it transforms the central question about altruism from whether a capacity for biological altruism can evolve to how broadly based this capacity is. We know for sure that mental mechanisms that dispose individuals to sacrifice their personal interests for the sake of others can evolve because we know that parents are evolved to make sacrifices for their offspring. Might they also be evolved to help other blood relatives as well?


  In 1964, an evolutionary biologist from University College London named William Hamilton published a highly influential article that explained how animals could propagate genes that disposed them to treat individuals other than their offspring altruistically.6 Hamilton’s basic insight was that the investments that parents make in their offspring (that is to say, helping their offspring in order to propagate their genes) is the most common and obvious way of implementing a more general evolutionary strategy: propagating copies of one’s genes by fostering the welfare of, and suppressing selfishness toward, those with whom one shares genes by immediate common descent (that is to say, by helping one’s kin).


  Imagine a group of animals containing individuals with two types of genes—one that disposes them to help only their offspring, and another that disposes them to help their offspring and other blood relatives. Individuals who inherit the first type of altruism-coding gene can propagate it by helping only one set of recipients—their offspring—but individuals who inherit the other type of altruism-coding gene can propagate it by helping other blood relatives as well.


  Hamilton asserted that altruism can evolve (that is to say, altruistic strategies can pay off genetically and increase in the population) when the biological benefits that altruists bestow on their kin, scaled by their degree of relatedness, outweigh the biological costs to themselves. The more highly related individuals are to recipients, the greater the probability that they will share the genes that code for altruism, and therefore the more likely they will be to propagate copies of these genes by helping them. Hamilton argued that altruism could evolve when the genetic costs (C) to altruists are less than the genetic benefits to recipients (B), multiplied by their degree of relatedness (r), which corresponds to the probability of them sharing the genes that code for altruism. This came to be called “Hamilton’s Rule.” Note that Hamilton’s Rule can be viewed as a strategy: “Help others if the genetic costs to you are less than the genetic benefits to them multiplied by the extent to which they are related to you.”


  There are three notable implications of Hamilton’s Rule. First, it leads us to expect that when individuals are unable to propagate their altruism-coding genes directly through sexual reproduction, they still have another option: helping kin who possess copies of these altruism-coding genes. For example, grandparents who are no longer able to bear offspring can increase the number of altruism-coding genes that they contribute to future generations by helping their grandchildren and other younger and healthier relatives survive and reproduce.


  Second, Hamilton’s Rule leads us to expect that individuals will be inclined to behave altruistically when they are able to bestow relatively large benefits (defined most directly in terms of the probability of surviving and reproducing) on their relatives at relatively small costs to themselves. Finally, Hamilton’s Rule implies that the more distantly related donors are to recipients, the more beneficial their altruistic acts would have to be to outweigh the costs. For example, for altruism toward your sister to pay off, the genetic benefits to her (as reflected, for example, in the number of offspring she produced) would have to be more than twice as great as the genetic costs to you; and by the same arithmetic, the benefits to a cousin would have to be more than eight times as great. Hamilton’s Rule also leads us to expect that genes that code for altruism could evolve if the net benefits of altruistic acts to more than one relative outweigh the costs to the altruist: “If an individual dies in order to save ten close relatives, one copy of the kin-altruism gene may be lost, but a larger number of copies of the same gene is saved.”7


  A great deal of research has supported hypotheses derived from Hamilton’s Rule.8 Many studies have found what most of us know from experience—we are more strongly disposed to help our kin than we are to help those to whom we are not related.9 I remember becoming furious in elementary school and attacking a bully who was picking on my brother. (When I was asked how I rose to this occasion, I said, “I don’t know what came over me.” I will discuss this psychological state in the next chapter.) In a study of people trapped in burning buildings in a vacation complex in England, investigators found that vacationers were significantly more likely to risk their lives to locate and assist their relatives than they were to help their friends.10 Field studies indicate that the inclination to favor kin is culturally universal.


  Researchers also have found that people are more strongly inclined to help those to whom they are closely related than they are to help more distant relatives.11 All else equal, you probably are more likely to help your brothers and sisters than you are to help your second cousins. One study found that people are strongly inclined to allocate the remains of their estates to beneficiaries in accordance with their degree of relatedness.12 Another study, on polygynous Mormons, revealed that members of the same families favored their full siblings over their half siblings in a variety of ways,13 and a study on twins found that identical twins feel closer to one another and are more strongly disposed to help one another than fraternal twins are.14


  To review, the question that Hamilton was trying to answer was how genes that code for biological forms of altruism could evolve, which means how they could be transmitted to future generations and increase in frequency in the population. Hamilton’s insight was that individuals who inherit genes that code for altruism could propagate these genes by helping kin who also inherited copies of them from shared grandparents, great grandparents, and so on.


  Strictly speaking, Hamilton’s Rule leads us to expect individuals to be evolved to allocate their altruism toward kin in terms of how closely related they are to them. (This pertains to the “r” term in Hamilton’s formula.) However, the logic underlying the rule also leads us to expect individuals to be evolved to show preferences toward kin who are most likely to propagate their altruism-coding genes. (This pertains to the “B” term in Hamilton’s formula.) Individuals who sacrificed their own interests to help relatives who were on the verge of death or unlikely to reproduce would contribute little or nothing to the propagation of copies of the genes that inclined them to behave altruistically toward kin, no matter how highly related they were to them. It follows that we would not be surprised if individuals favored some relatives over others, even though they were equally related to them, and we would expect individuals to be more strongly inclined to help distant relatives with high reproductive potential than to help closer relatives with low reproductive potential. We also would expect parents and grandparents to be more strongly inclined to help their offspring and grandchildren than vice versa, even though they share the same proportion of genes. Many studies have supported these expectations.15 A morally troubling implication of kin selection is that we may be naturally inclined to behave in nepotistic ways and to favor relatives who possess qualities that correlate with reproductive success, such as high status, dominance, health, and personal attractiveness. It is important to note, however, that being “naturally inclined” does not equate to being genetically determined. Altruistic behaviors may be influenced by a large array of developmental and cultural factors, such as customs, rules, and norms.


  To summarize, Hamilton’s Rule pertains to the process of evolution, or more exactly to the process through which genes that code for altruism could increase in frequency in the population. It outlines a way in which animals could acquire a capacity to behave in biologically altruistic ways by identifying the conditions under which mental mechanisms could evolve that induce animals to perform acts that are biologically costly to them but biologically beneficial to their relatives. Explaining how mental mechanisms could evolve that dispose animals to sacrifice their welfare for the sake of their kin takes us some distance toward solving the problem that Darwin considered potentially “fatal” to his theory. Darwin seemed to anticipate the idea that altruism could evolve through kin selection, but he did not pursue it fully. Instead, he focused on a different solution to the problem of altruism, rooted in what came to be called group selection.


  The Evolution of Biologically Altruistic Behaviors Through Group Selection


  In discussing the evolution of the moral sense, Darwin wrote:


  

    It must not be forgotten that although a high standard of morality gives but a slight or no advantage to each individual man and his children over the other men of the same tribe, yet that an increase in the number of well-endowed men and an advancement in the standard of morality will certainly give an immense advantage to one tribe over another. A tribe including many members who, from possessing in a high degree the spirit of patriotism, fidelity, obedience, courage, and sympathy, were always ready to aid one another, and to sacrifice themselves for the common good, would be victorious over most other tribes; and this would be natural selection. At all times throughout the world, tribes have supplanted other tribes; and as morality is one important element in their success, the standard of morality and the number of well-endowed men will thus everywhere tend to rise and increase.16


  


  To be clear, when Darwin was talking about “well-endowed,” he was not talking about penis size. Implicit in Darwin’s explanation for how moral traits could evolve is the idea that altruistic traits could evolve through group selection. This idea is appealing because it seems plausible that groups replete with members who were disposed genetically to sacrifice their interests for the sake of their groups would prevail in competitions against groups replete with selfish individuals, and this process would lead to the selection of genes that code for group-upholding forms of altruism.


  There is, however, a problem with the idea that altruism can evolve through group selection that parallels the problem with the evolution of unconditionally cooperative strategies that I discussed earlier. Although groups containing altruistic members—let’s call them altruistic groups—may well fare better than groups containing selfish individuals (selfish groups) in between-group competitions, we would expect the bad guys to fare better than the good guys within the altruistic groups. Darwin recognized this problem, acknowledging that “it is extremely doubtful whether the offspring of the most sympathetic and benevolent parents, or of those which were the most faithful to their comrades, would be reared in greater number than the children of selfish and treacherous parents of the same tribe. He who was ready to sacrifice his life [for the sake of his group], rather than betray his comrades, would often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature.”17 As discussed earlier, if selfish individuals who were genetically disposed to foster their own survival and reproductive success at the expense of more cooperative and altruistic members of their groups ended up producing more offspring than the good guys did (i.e., if their selfish strategies were more successful), the proportion of selfish individuals would increase exponentially within groups. What we have here is a competition between within-group selection for selfishness and between-group selection for altruism, raising the question, which process would we expect to win?


  The idea that altruism can evolve through group selection has been very controversial in evolutionary biology. Skeptical evolutionary theorists have argued that the conditions necessary for group selection are so demanding that it is unlikely that they have been met in any but a few species. To overpower within-group selection for selfishness, groups of altruists would have to be relatively large and self-contained, and the probability of selfish individuals infiltrating altruistic groups would have to be low. Altruistic groups would have to produce more offspring than selfish groups did, and the benefits of selfishness within altruistic groups would have to be prevented from escalating in an exponential manner.


  Such reservations notwithstanding, several eminent evolutionary theorists have argued that the conditions necessary for the evolution of altruism through group selection were met in early human environments. One of these theorists, Richard Alexander, suggested that tribal warfare played a significant role in the group selection of altruism in the human species,18 and several theorists have argued that group selection of altruism received a significant boost in the human species from the cultural evolution of tribal instincts. Some have suggested that cultural evolution can increase the strength of between-group selection by reducing the variation among group members—that is to say, by making members of groups more similar—through mechanisms such as social learning and conformity, as discussed earlier. In the next chapter, I will review research indicating that humans are strongly disposed to identify with ingroups and to make sacrifices to support them. In addition, studies have found that members of groups become increasingly altruistic when their groups compete against other groups.19 Heroism during war is a prototypic example.


  Multilevel Selection


  When trying to figure out how traits such as altruism evolve, it is tempting to focus on one form of selection and neglect others. However, in the end, several forms of selection may affect the evolution of altruism—some favoring it and some opposing it. For example, helping members of one’s group may help individuals propagate their genes by increasing their chances of mating, by increasing the welfare of their kin, and by contributing to the success of their groups. Alternatively, for example, the mental mechanisms and social strategies that dispose individuals to help potential mates (thereby favoring sexual selection) may induce them to neglect their kin and diminish their contributions to groups (thereby opposing kin selection and group selection).


  Biologically Maladaptive Forms of Altruism


  I have explained how biologically altruistic forms of conduct can evolve by increasing the proportion of genes that code for altruism in the environments in which they are selected. Although these forms of altruism are costly to the biological welfare of the individuals who practice them, they are beneficial to the genes that dispose these individuals to behave in altruistic ways. Such behaviors do not violate the laws of evolution because they help individuals propagate (copies of) their genes. Before closing this discussion of biological altruism, I want to revisit discussions of maladaptive forms of conduct and point out ways in which the process of evolution can design mental mechanisms that incline individuals to behave in ways that are genetically beneficial to others and genetically costly to themselves.


  Maladaptive Altruism as a Product of Imperfectly Designed Mental Mechanisms


  Earlier, I asserted that because the process of evolution operates on randomly occurring genetic mutations that produce changes in previously evolved structures and traits, our bodies and brains are a bit of a hodgepodge of jury-rigged mental mechanisms that operate in imperfect ways. Here I want to argue that genetically costly altruistic behaviors may occur as by-products or mistakes of evolved mechanisms and strategies that, on balance, produce, or once produced, biologically and/or genetically beneficial outcomes. Consider the mental mechanisms that dispose humans and other animals to help their kin, for example.


  We (and other animals) are not able to see inside the cells of others and count the proportion of genes they share with us or determine the probability that they share our altruism-coding genes. We must base our decisions about how closely related we are to others on observable cues that are roughly associated with kinship—attributes that tend to be more characteristic of kin than they are of nonkin, and attributes that close relatives tend to possess to a greater degree than distant relatives do. The three most prominent “kin recognition” cues in the animal kingdom are proximity, familiarity, and similarity.20


  The problem is that these cues may be misleading. Animals may live near, be familiar with, and look like members of their groups other than their kin. Mothers may bear offspring from extramarital affairs and siblings may be adopted. A spate of research on kin recognition in humans suggests we are more likely to behave altruistically toward individuals who resemble kin, such as those who look like us, reside in the same residence, live close to us, and are familiar to us, than we are toward those who do not display these kin-like traits.21,22 This research suggests that mental mechanisms that evolved through kin selection often misfire, inducing us to help those to whom we are not closely related.23 Such mistakes may increase our capacity for morality in two ways. First, they may expand the range of others that we are inclined to help, and second, they may induce us to allocate our altruism in more impartial ways than we would if kin-recognition mechanisms were more precisely designed. The more imprecise kin-recognition mechanisms are (the more they misfire), the less discriminating and nepotistic the choices that they produce may be.


  It is important to note that even though the strategy “Help those who resemble kin” could induce individuals to help nonrelatives, it could evolve if the ultimate biological and genetic benefits of the “hits” outweighed the ultimate costs of the “misses,” or if there were “kicker” benefits from helping nonrelatives, such as an enhanced reputation or an increase in one’s attractiveness as an exchange partner or a mate. The greater the genetic benefits an adaptation produces, the greater its capacity to tolerate maladaptive mistakes.


  This point—that poorly designed mental mechanisms may induce us to engage in maladaptive (genetically altruistic) forms of conduct—applies to all sources of altruism. For example, although strategies such as “Put on costly displays of altruism to attract a mate,” “Conform to the norms of your group,” “Do what those in authority tell you to do,” and “Help members of your ingroup” might pay off most of the time, they inevitably induce individuals to make costly choices. In this context, it is worth revisiting my earlier discussion of the role of manipulation and strategic interaction in the evolution of morality. Humans and other animals are evolved to prey on imperfections in the evolved mechanisms that regulate individuals’ decisions about helping others. We can manipulate others into behaving in maladaptively altruistic ways by tricking them into viewing us as kin, inducing them to believe that we will select them as mates, persuading them to conform to altruistic norms, inducing them to believe that altruistic strategies will pay off in the end, and so on.


  Anachronistic Altruism


  Earlier, I asserted that evolved mechanisms may induce us to behave in maladaptive ways because these mechanisms were designed in ancestral environments that contained different “if-then” contingencies from current environments. I explored the implications of this possibility quite extensively in Chapter 10 on self-control. Evolutionary anachronisms—mechanisms, dispositions, strategies, traits, and decision rules that were adaptive in earlier environments but are maladaptive in current environments—can evolve through all forms of selection. For example, people might be disposed to help their relatives because their relatives needed assistance to survive in early environments, even though their relatives are able to survive and reproduce without such assistance in current environments; and people might be disposed to help members of their groups because their groups consisted mainly of extended family members in early environments, even though most of the groups to which modern humans belong consist mainly of nonrelatives. Anachronisms are significant in the evolution of altruism because they can dispose people to behave in ways that benefit others genetically without any return benefits to them or to their genes, rendering the behaviors biologically and genetically altruistic. To some, such behaviors are the only true forms of altruism because they are the only ones that do not pay off for the donor in any way. Viewed in this way, true altruism is a maladaptive mistake.


  Summary


  Biologists define the term “altruism” differently from psychologists and laypeople, in terms of the biological consequences of social behaviors. To qualify as altruistic, an act must be biologically costly to donors and biologically beneficial to recipients. In this chapter, I defined costs and benefits mainly in terms of the probability of surviving. Altruism has attracted a great deal of attention from evolutionary biologists because it seems to violate the laws of evolution.


  Biologists have accounted for the evolution of altruism in two overriding ways. First, they have explained how behaviors that diminish the chances of altruists surviving can increase their chances of propagating the genes that dispose them to behave altruistically; and second, they have argued that altruism may occur when evolved mental mechanisms misfire, inducing individuals to behave in maladaptive ways.


  Genes that dispose individuals to behave in altruistic ways can evolve in three main ways—via processes that biologists have labeled sexual selection, kin selection, and group selection. In the first case, individuals jeopardize their chances of surviving to improve their chances of reproducing. In the second case, individuals jeopardize their chances of surviving and reproducing to improve the chances that their blood relatives will propagate copies of their altruism-coding genes. In the final case, the sacrifices that individuals make for their groups pay off genetically when such sacrifices contribute to the success of their groups in between-group competitions. Note that increasingly ultimate return benefits trump more immediate return benefits in the process of evolution. For example, all else equal, sacrificing your chances of surviving to increase your chances of reproducing is a better evolutionary strategy than the reverse.


  Maladaptive forms of altruism may stem from deficiencies in the design of evolved mental mechanisms that regulate social behaviors and from changes in environments that diminish the biological benefits of strategies that were beneficial in the environments in which they evolved. A great deal of research indicates that the mental mechanisms that regulate kin-selected forms of altruism are designed in imprecise ways, inducing us to sacrifice our interests for those who resemble our kin. Like members of other social species, we are evolved to prey on the imperfections in the design of the evolved mechanisms inherited by others, changing environments in ways that trigger altruistic behaviors and manipulating others into sacrificing their interests for our sake. In the next chapter, I will examine the psychological states engendered by the evolved mental mechanisms that dispose us to sacrifice our interests for the sake of others and ask whether any of these mechanisms motivate us to help others as an end in itself.
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  Psychological Sources of Altruism and Loyalty


  Relatively few of us have engaged in debates about biological forms of altruism, but most of us have engaged in debates about psychological forms of altruism. People help one another—no question about it—but why? When we do nice things for others, what are we trying to achieve? Are we capable of helping others out of selfless concern for their welfare, or are our seemingly altruistic overtures aimed at advancing our own interests? If you scratch an altruist, will you make a hypocrite bleed?


  As mentioned in the last chapter, whereas evolutionary accounts of altruism attend to the ultimate biological and genetic consequences of helping behaviors, psychological accounts attend to the short-term, or “proximate,” goals that those who help others are motivated to achieve. At a psychological level of analysis, if you help me, the only thing that determines whether the act qualifies as altruistic is whether you are trying to advance my interests, as an end in itself, as opposed to helping me as a means of advancing your own interests. Whether you end up receiving benefits—be they genetic, biological, material, social, or psychological—is irrelevant, as long as you are not helping me in order to obtain these benefits. Fringe benefits are allowed in psychological altruism; ulterior motives are not.


  In the previous chapter, I argued that we and other animals are naturally inclined to help others in contexts in which helping others paid off genetically in the environments in which the helping strategies evolved. However, at a psychological level of analysis, we are not trying to advance our genetic interests when we make biologically altruistic decisions; this is not the intention that is driving our behaviors. We are not, in effect, saying, “I will help this person in order to propagate my genes” any more than we are trying to advance our genetic interests when we have recreational sex. (It is safe to assume that early humans didn’t even know that they could propagate their genes by having sex, and other animals certainly are not privy to this insight.) Although we may advance our genetic interests by helping others and having sex, this is not what we are aiming at. We might be helping others as an end in itself, or we might be helping them in order to achieve shorter-term goals such as bolstering our self-esteem, upholding our values, making a good impression, improving our mood, and so on.


  Clearly, we sometimes—indeed, probably often—help others to advance our own interests, but is this always the case? Do we ever help others out of selfless concern for their well-being, as an end in itself? Are we capable of behaving in psychologically altruistic ways? Does altruism exist? To answer these questions, we need to expose the motives that drive seemingly altruistic behaviors, which entails identifying the goals that those who help others are trying to achieve. As implied in the earlier discussion of selfishness, there is nothing in the theory of evolution that is inconsistent with the idea that psychological mechanisms that motivate us to help others as an end in itself rather than as a means to fostering our own interests could have been selected, as long as mental mechanisms designed in this way helped those who inherited them propagate their genes more effectively than mechanisms that motivated them to behave in more psychologically selfish ways.


  The Altruism Game


  Most of us have played what I will call the altruism game. One side argues that people are capable of behaving altruistically and adduces evidence to support this position. For example, pro-altruism advocates might cite evidence that people donate to charity out of the goodness of their hearts or out of compassion for those who are less fortunate than they are. The cynical side then challenges this attribution. “How do you know that it was out of the goodness of their hearts? The do-gooders might have been making a donation for selfish reasons such as getting an income tax break or making a good impression.” Debates about altruism are often like wack-a-mole games in which cynics adduce evidence that those who help others are pursuing a particular selfish goal such as making a good impression (up pops the selfish mole), then if optimists succeed in knocking down this mole (“They couldn’t have been trying to make a good impression because they donated anonymously”), cynics pop up another selfish mole (“Okay, but they could have been trying to assuage a guilty conscience”).


  The altruism game gets tricky when cynics argue that people are motivated to help others in order to obtain intrinsic rewards such as feeling good about themselves, elevating their mood, reducing distress, or avoiding feelings of guilt. It is difficult to distinguish between helping someone in order to improve your sense of well-being and helping someone as an end in itself when the act of helping makes you feel better or when you anticipate that it will improve your mood or elevate your self-esteem. You see a person in need and consider helping the person, anticipating that you will feel good if you help and that you will feel bad if you fail to help. Do such anticipated emotional consequences render the helping behaviors selfish? Does it detract from the altruism of an act if we feel good about doing good things for others and bad about letting them down? On the definition of psychological altruism that I am employing, the answer to this question depends on the goal of the behavior. For example, if you are feeling bad and help a needy person in order to pick yourself up, then your behavior is selfish even if it benefits the recipient. However, if you feel sorry for a needy person and help the person in order to improve his or her lot, then the behavior qualifies as altruistic even if it has the fringe benefit of making you feel good about yourself and improving your mood.


  Psychologists have identified four types of mental mechanisms that induce people to behave in seemingly altruistic ways—two that seem quite primitive, and two that seem more advanced. The primitive mechanisms give rise to impulsive and emotional forms of helping. The more advanced mechanisms mediate socially learned and cognitively sophisticated helping behaviors. How are these four types of mental mechanisms designed? What activates them and what kinds of psychological states do they produce? Are they capable of generating psychologically altruistic motives?


  Impulsive Sources of Altruism


  When we think of individuals behaving impulsively, with little apparent thought or deliberation, we usually picture them behaving in selfish and aggressive ways: “They lashed out in a fit of rage.” However, as Darwin pointed out, individuals also may behave in impulsively helpful ways. Social psychologists have studied this phenomenon in humans. The history of this research is quite interesting, so let me recount it.


  Motivated to understand the famous Kitty Genovese case, in which a large number of New Yorkers watched from their apartment windows as a woman was slowly murdered, social psychologists conducted a number of studies designed to determine why people fail to intervene in emergencies—that is to say, why they fail to step up and help people in need. The main finding from these studies came to be called “the bystander effect”: People are less likely to help in emergencies when there are other bystanders present than when they are the only one available to help. Social psychologists attributed the bystander effect to a “diffusion of responsibility”—all of the bystanders felt that someone else would or should assume responsibility for helping, so they stood by and did nothing. “It’s not on me.”


  However, as research on bystander intervention progressed, some of the studies produced an unexpected finding: In contrast to studies that obtained the selfish bystander effect, some studies found that virtually all bystanders intervened to help victims—that is to say, the bystanders behaved in seemingly altruistic ways—even when other bystanders were present. At first, these failures to replicate the selfish bystander effect were treated as anomalies, but as they increased in number, it occurred to some social psychologists to compare the studies in which bystanders failed to intervene in emergencies to those in which bystanders did intervene, and search for the source of the difference.1


  This comparison produced an unexpected finding. Although we would expect bystanders to be less likely to intervene in severe emergencies in which the potential costs of helping are high than they are to intervene in less dangerous emergencies in which the costs of helping are low, the opposite proved to be the case. Researchers found that bystanders were significantly more likely to intervene in clear, realistic, extreme, and dangerous emergencies than they were to intervene in less potentially costly emergencies, regardless of whether other bystanders were present or not. Researchers also found that in these situations, bystanders intervened immediately, without much apparent thought, seemingly oblivious to their own welfare. For example, in one study in which a victim appeared to have been electrocuted, bystanders grabbed the victim, even though they knew that this could endanger their own lives.2 In another study, participants jeopardized their own welfare to stop an “attempted rape” perpetrated by a threatening attacker.3 Consistent with the findings from these studies, real-life heroes frequently say that they reacted impulsively when deciding whether or not to risk their lives to save others, without thinking about the dangers to themselves.


  A team of social scientists from the University of Wisconsin led by Jane Piliavin offered an insightful explanation for such apparent acts of altruism, suggesting that impulsive forms of helping are mediated by different mental mechanisms from nonimpulsive forms of helping. These researchers presented evidence that when we encounter a person in need, we process the information in the situation at a preconscious level and categorize it in one of two ways—(a) as something interesting that we should attend to and interpret or (b) as an emergency. If we categorize the event as something interesting, we experience a “wait and see” orienting response that induces us to attend to the costs and benefits of various courses of action, which tends to diminish the probability that we will help the victim, especially if others are available to help (producing the selfish bystander effect). However, if we categorize the event as an emergency, we experience a primitive fight-or-flight reaction that motivates us to help the victim without thinking about the consequences. Piliavin and her colleagues pointed out that “not coincidentally, the same factors that facilitate impulsive helping—clarity, reality, involvement with the victim—have also been demonstrated to be related to greater levels of bystander arousal,”4 and they adduced evidence that high levels of arousal induce people to narrow their attention, focus on the plight of the victim, truncate the processing of further information, and react impulsively, without any further thought. “Cost considerations become peripheral and not attended to.”5 Piliavin and her colleagues ended their account by speculating that “there may be an evolutionary basis for . . . impulsive helping.”6


  Well, there has to be an evolutionary basis for impulsive helping—we are evolved creatures—the question is, What kind of basis? Did the evolved mental mechanisms that dispose people to intervene in emergencies help them propagate their genes, or is this form of altruism a maladaptive by-product of other evolved mechanisms, such as those that give rise to fight-or-flight responses? Whatever the biological source of impulsive helping, it does not seem plausible that those who engage in it are motivated to increase their own welfare. The goal of this primitive type of altruism seems to be to help a victim, as an end in itself, without much concern about the costs to one’s own welfare or hidden benefits such as increasing one’s pleasure, gaining social approval, or feeling good about oneself. I think we can conclude that impulsive forms of helping meet the criteria for psychological altruism.


  Emotional Sources of Altruism and Loyalty


  As discussed in earlier chapters, mental mechanisms have evolved in our species (and in other species) that generate emotional states that motivate us to help others and to be loyal to our friends. According to Jorge Moll and his colleagues from the National Institute of Health, moral emotions evolved to help us resist the temptation to invoke selfish and immoral strategies that promote our short-term personal interests at the expense of our long-term biological and genetic interests. For example, “one considers attaining a selfish, short-term reward, but feels guilty and refrains from acting, foreseeing that the act would make another person suffer; or one acts in the first place but then realizes the possibility of adverse consequences to others.”7 What we want to know is whether the emotional states that induce us to help others generate altruistic motives. I will open by considering whether feelings of gratitude and indebtedness motivate us to help those who have helped us as an end in itself, and then go on to consider whether the motives generated by various forms of love and feelings of solidarity qualify as altruistic. I will consider the relation between empathy and altruism in the next chapter.


  Gratitude and Indebtedness


  I watched an amusing episode of The Office in which the boss and an employee engaged in a helping contest in which each attempted to be the last to help the other so he could end up as the one who was owed. There is nothing wrong with such self-serving forms of reciprocity, especially if they promote win-win exchanges, but they are not psychologically altruistic. The question is, Are we ever motivated to give to and repay others as an end in itself, without any expectation of gain?


  Social psychological research has found that people feel more appreciation when they view the favors they receive as voluntarily rendered, unexpected, not prescribed by social norms and, well . . . altruistic.8,9 Imagine that someone helps you after you have fallen down, consoles you when you feel sad, or offers to lend you money when you are in a bind. Under normal circumstances, you would not question your benefactor’s motives. You would feel grateful. Whether valid or invalid, attributions of altruism are usually the default in situations such as these. However, if you had reason to believe that your benefactor had ulterior motives—maybe after he or she said something like “Tell your friends how nice I was to you” or “Now you owe me”—you might change your mind.


  A few years ago, I lost my cell phone. I received a call from a man who found it and he suggested that we arrange a meeting so he could return it. I wanted to show my appreciation by giving him some money as a reward, but he steadfastly refused. Although my benefactor could have been pursuing hidden rewards such as making a good impression, bolstering his self-esteem, or investing in good karma, he certainly was not pursuing any tangible benefits. I never saw him again. I did not feel like my offer to give him a reward was selfishly motivated, though I’m sure that cynics would have no trouble popping up a selfish mole. It was a huge relief to get my phone back, and I wanted to express my appreciation for his thoughtfulness by doing something nice in return. It felt like I was motivated by a sense of gratitude. Interestingly, I found my benefactor’s refusal to accept my token of gratitude a bit disquieting; I think I would have felt better if he had accepted it.


  As discussed earlier in the chapter on the evolution of justice, feelings of gratitude may make us want to do something nice for third parties, and this may narrow down the ability of skeptics to attribute feelings of gratitude to selfish motives.10 The motivation to “pay it forward” would seem altruistic unless it were aimed at launching a reciprocal exchange or putting on a public display of generosity, and this seems implausible when people who feel gratitude help third parties who are unlikely to pay them back, especially when they help them in private.


  We know that upstream reciprocity and other acts that help third parties can pay off biologically when such displays of altruism increase the chances of observers selecting helpers as exchange partners and treating them in cooperative ways. The psychological question is, Are people who help third parties motivated to obtain these biological benefits, or are these outcomes incidental by-products of genuinely altruistic acts? To answer this question, we could determine whether factors such as the presence or absence of observers, helpers’ need for new exchange partners, the desirability of particular observers as exchange partners, the probability of observers selecting the helper, helpers’ tendency to brag about their good deeds, and the anonymity of helping behaviors affect people’s willingness to help third parties. To consider an extreme example, we would not expect people who are willing to sacrifice their lives for others to be attempting to recruit new exchange partners, at least in this world. I think we can conclude that feelings of gratitude can engender altruistic motives. Even when people obtain unexpected windfalls, they often share their wealth in a fit of joy: “Drinks on me!”


  Romantic Love


  In the last chapter, I explained how mental mechanisms that induce animals to put on costly displays of altruism and to sacrifice their interests for the sake of their mates could evolve through sexual selection. The psychological questions pertain to how these mental mechanisms are designed and the nature of the motives they generate.


  Let’s begin by considering gift-giving and other generous acts that customarily occur during courtship in social species such as our own. The question is, Are we motivated to help those whom we are courting because we care for them, or are we guided by ulterior motives, such as fulfilling our sexual desires, warding off loneliness, or gaining access to their resources? We know that people fall in love. Although courtship seems to be aimed at achieving reproductive ends, it is still possible that the psychological state of being in love engenders genuinely altruistic motives. Early humans who inherited mental mechanisms that induced them to want to help those with whom they had fallen in love may well have fared better in the mating game than those who inherited mental mechanisms that induced them to put on false displays of altruism, if for no other reason than that the former were more credible than the latter.


  Feelings of infatuation or being “in love,” which are mediated by one set of mental mechanisms, often grow into more enduring feelings of love, which are mediated by other mental mechanisms. Older married couples may remain devoted to one another after they stop having sex and producing offspring. If sex and reproduction are out of the question, what is driving such self-sacrificial commitment? People who love one another usually need one another for a variety of financial, social, and psychological purposes, including companionship and a sense of well-being and fulfillment, but do they care for their loved ones in order to achieve these goals? Would you stop caring for a loved one if he or she could not help you achieve such goals or if you could achieve them in less costly ways? I suppose that test cases could occur if people were faced with a decision between preserving their own lives or sacrificing their lives for the sake of a loved one. I’m optimistic that many of us would pass this test, but I don’t know for sure.


  Familial Love


  When parents make sacrifices for their offspring, including risking their lives to protect them, they seem to want to help them as an end in itself, not as a means of advancing their own individual welfare. It is easy to see how the strategy of helping needy offspring could pay off genetically, but as discussed, it is implausible that parents are motivated to help their children in order to propagate their genes. When we feed our infants, care for our toddlers, and support our teenage daughters and sons, we are not, in effect, saying, “I better help my children, or I’ll fail to propagate my genes.” Most of us would be willing to make sacrifices for our offspring even if they were unable or unlikely to advance our genetic interests by reproducing.


  The tendency for parents to help their children applies to other members of families, such as grandparents, siblings, and to a lesser extent cousins, aunts, and uncles. We know from experience that, at least in part, such dispositions stem from mental mechanisms that generate feelings of love and affection. An interesting question that arises from these observations is whether there is anything special about kinship other than our tendency to experience stronger feelings of love for kin than for nonkin.11 Are we more highly disposed to help kin than we are to help nonkin whom we love equally strongly?


  Researchers have investigated this question and determined that there is, in fact, something special about kin. In one study, investigators found that participants were willing to suffer more pain in order to make money for their kin than they were to make money for others with whom they were in closer contact and for whom they felt greater affection.12 In another study, investigators found that even after holding factors such as emotional closeness, empathic concern, and perceptions of similarity constant, participants tended to allocate their altruism preferentially toward those to whom they were most highly related.13 In the study of people trapped in burning buildings in the vacation complex in England mentioned in the previous chapter, the investigators concluded that when individuals are faced with decisions about helping groups of relatives in perilous situations, they tend to identify with the group as a whole and adopt a “live or die together” type of decision rule.14 Such findings are consistent with the pervasive tendency for people to name blood relatives, rather than best friends, as beneficiaries in their wills. These findings do not imply that we are not inclined to help nonkin whom we like and love; they imply that, all else equal, kinship gives these inclinations an added boost. As concluded by University of Michigan psychologist Eugene Burnstein in a chapter on kinship in the Handbook of Evolutionary Psychology, “genetic relatedness may spontaneously prime an impulse to behave altruistically.”15


  

  Affection for Friends and Feelings of Solidarity


  Earlier I discussed “The Banker’s Paradox” and made the point that it may pay off for us to help our friends and be loyal to them over long periods of time in order to build credit that we can cash when we are in need. Clearly, we often help those in our friend zone without any expectation of immediate gains, but are such behaviors altruistic? We could feel motivated to help and to be loyal to our friends for all kinds of selfish reasons, such as increasing their willingness to be there for us when we need help, avoiding their wrath, protecting our reputations, and avoiding feeling guilty; however, we also could be motivated to help our friends because we care for them and don’t want to let them down. We could design studies to test these hypotheses.


  There is a great deal of evidence that just as we are disposed to form attachments to other people, we also are disposed to form attachments to groups, and that we can be strongly motivated to uphold our groups, even at great expense to ourselves. As expressed by the evolutionary anthropologists Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd, “we are adapted to living in tribes, and the social institutions of tribes elicit strong—sometimes fanatical—commitment.”16 Many studies have found that people are willing to sacrifice their own interests to promote the collective interests of their groups. Feelings of solidarity and loyalty often mediate such choices. The behaviors of soldiers during battle supply compelling examples. Quoting from the U.S. Army Field Manual, “while patriotism and sense of purpose will get American soldiers to the battlefield, the soldiers’ own accounts (and many systematic studies) testify that what keep them there amid the fear of death and mutilation is, above all, their loyalty to their fellow soldiers.”17 Acts of heroism during war serve as prototypical examples of altruism.


  Social psychologists such as Henri Tajfel from the University of Bristol and John Turner from Macquarie University in Australia have attempted to map the mental mechanisms that mediate feelings of solidarity.18 These investigators have demonstrated that people quickly identify with groups to which they have been assigned, even when they have been assigned to them on an arbitrary basis, such as whether they have blue eyes or brown eyes or whether they prefer one abstract painter over another, and that people immediately feel disposed to favor such groups. The intensity of emotional identification with groups is readily apparent at sporting events, where fans chant rapturously “We are number 1,” at least when “we” are winning.19


  Two related questions arise with respect to the mental mechanisms that give rise to feelings of solidarity and group-upholding behaviors: How do we represent identifications with others in our self-concepts, and how altruistic is the motivation to uphold our groups? Both of these questions are complex. When we think about selfishness and altruism, we tend to assume that the individuals who engage in these forms of conduct are self-contained entities, separate and independent of others. Of course, people are distinct from one another physically, but evolutionary theory and social psychological research alert us to the possibility that individual bodies are not the most appropriate unit of analysis when it comes to explaining human conduct. Because our genetic and psychological selves can include others, we can help “ourselves,” our “extended selves,” and units of which we are a part (“us”) by helping others. Tajfel and Turner account for feelings of solidarity in terms of our disposition to incorporate the groups to which we belong into our self-concepts as aspects of our “social identities.”20 In a similar vein, the social psychologist Daniel Batson has suggested that our conceptions of ourselves may be “redefined at the group level, when me and thee become interchangeable parts of a self that is we”; or “when the self becomes dissolved in devotion to something outside itself.”21 Although it is possible that we are motivated to uphold the groups with which we identify for selfish reasons such as improving our long-term welfare and securing a place in heaven, several investigators have advanced evidence that we are naturally disposed to uphold the collective interests of our groups as an end in itself, rather than as a means of promoting our own interests.22 Even though we may, in fact, end up improving our welfare by upholding our groups, this may not be the goal we are attempting to achieve.


  When we are motivated to help those with whom we identify and when we are motivated to help units of which we are a part (“I’m doing this for us”), our motivation could be considered both selfish and altruistic, which raises an interesting issue. Although it is tempting to dichotomize motives as either selfish or altruistic, some—maybe even most—motivational states may contain a blend of both. Viewed in this way, it might be more appropriate to ask how altruistic a benevolent act is than to ask whether it is altruistic or selfish. To what extent is it aimed at benefitting the helper, the recipient, or both?


  Socially Learned Sources of Altruism


  I would be remiss in this discussion of sources of psychological altruism if I did not acknowledge the influence of social learning, conformity, and cultural norms. After mental mechanisms that induce individuals to behave in altruistic ways evolved, social learning mechanisms could induce members of groups to copy the altruistic behaviors of others, causing these forms of conduct to spread rapidly and become cultural norms. It might not be an overstatement to assert that most of our helping behaviors are products of social learning and conformity. As discussed earlier, scores of studies have shown that the probability of children and adults helping one another increases significantly after they have been exposed to helpful and generous models. Forms of conduct such as donating to charity and tipping at restaurants are strongly influenced by cultural norms, and there are significant differences among cultures in norms prescribing helping behaviors.23


  The Nobel Prize–winning cognitive scientist Herbert Simon from Carnegie Mellon University has suggested that because it is impossible for us to learn on our own all the knowledge accumulated by members of our cultures and passed down through the generations, it is adaptive to copy others and to comply with their injunctions in relatively undiscriminating ways. Simon argues that simple social learning strategies, or heuristics, such as “Believe what others say,” “Copy behaviors that pay off for others,” and “Go along with the crowd” were so beneficial to early humans that such strategies evolved, even though they occasionally induced early humans to behave in costly altruistic ways.24 The self-sacrificial behaviors of members of cults and other manifestations of mob mentality may constitute examples of such costly mistakes.


  However, as implied in the earlier discussion of social learning, there is good reason to expect our social learning mechanisms to be more discriminating than Herbert Simon suggests. We could not possibly copy all of the models to whom we are exposed or accept all of the ideas that others convey to us. Unconditional strategies such as “Behave altruistically whenever others tell you to” would fare poorly in evolutionary contests. We would expect more conditional and discriminating rules of thumb to evolve.


  How altruistic are socially learned forms of helping and conformity to social norms? I think the answer to this question depends on whether the goal of such behaviors is to be like models, to conform, and to go along with the group, or whether the goal is to follow others’ lead in how to foster the welfare of others. When you copy the charitable behaviors of models, are you motivated to help those less fortunate than you, or are you motivated to fit in and do what others expect you to do? When you leave a tip at a restaurant, are you motivated to reward the server or to behave in accordance with a social norm? When you pay people back, are you motivated to express your gratitude or to conform to the norm of reciprocity?


  

  Rational Sources of Altruism


  Throughout this book, I have endorsed a model of human evolution and child development in which primitive sources of altruism are embedded in more advanced cognitive processes that can exert significant “top down” influences on social behaviors. As discussed earlier, Darwin believed that the ability to reason disposes people to behave in altruistic ways because it enables them to perceive the long-term benefits of altruistic strategies. In particular, Darwin believed that our capacity to reason enables us to understand that it is in our long-term interest to help one another, to uphold our groups, and to figure out which customs are best equipped to help us foster our interests.


  Those who consider altruism an exalted aspect of our nature—the stuff that saints are made of—will find uniquely human higher-order sources of altruism, such as reason, appealing. Let me share a story about my flight into the lofty heights of saintly altruism. Some time ago, a psychologist named Frank Van Hesteren from the University of Saskatchewan contacted me to suggest that we collaborate on a paper on the development of altruism. Frank and I launched this project with a difference of opinion. He was convinced that altruism was the cardinal virtue and that it characterized people who have reached the highest stages of social and moral development. In contrast, I questioned whether altruism topped such virtues as integrity and justice, and I doubted that anyone could ever develop into a purely altruistic person. I voiced three main reservations about the cardinal status of altruism. First, I argued that unconditionally altruistic do-gooders may help perpetuate selfishness by allowing selfish people to exploit them, as discussed earlier in this book. We might call such people “altruistic enablers.” Second, I argued that unconditional altruism may violate principles of fairness—it is unfair for people to give more than their share. Finally, I argued that even if altruism were a cardinal virtue, we would need another principle to regulate the allocation of altruism. Although we may agree that it is good to help others, we still need to decide whom, among all eligible recipients, we should help. Nepotistic altruism is unfair. I guess you could characterize Frank as the optimist in this exchange and me as the cynic.


  It was an interesting and edifying collaboration. Frank and I summarized ten stage theories of social and personal development, including Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, which I have alluded to many times in this book.25 Frank argued that these stage theories placed altruism at the pinnacle of development and self-actualization. I disagreed, arguing, for example, that altruism appears in Kohlberg’s hierarchy of moral development most prominently at Stage 3, and that Kohlberg’s final stage, Stage 6, is characterized by sophisticated conceptions of justice, not altruism. I pointed out that several stage theories postulate that people are most prone to identify with and value altruism at the same stage in their lives in which they value a good reputation and respect for social conventions (Stage 3 in Kohlberg’s hierarchy). This suggested to me that many people value altruism because they want to view themselves, and to be viewed by others, as good people who conform to social norms such as the norm of social responsibility.


  But Frank did not concede easily. One day he walked into my office triumphantly and threw a photocopy of an obscure piece by Kohlberg on my desk entertaining the possibility of a seventh stage of moral development characterized by high levels of altruism that stemmed from psychological states such as agape (universal love; love of God). I muttered defensively that even if Kohlberg and other stage theorists placed altruism at the pinnacle of development, it was at best a theoretical postulate, with no evidence that anyone had ever reached this level. Undeterred, Frank set out in search of examples of purely altruistic people. Up came Mother Theresa, but it didn’t take long for me to whack her down. Turns out she had quite a few flaws. Back and forth we went, until finally (and admittedly with a hint of exasperation), I said, “Frank, can you give me one example of someone you have actually met who you believe has reached the pinnacle of altruism?” To which he replied, triumphantly, “My dad-in-law!” It seems that Frank had married into his cardinal virtue.


  Van Hesteren and I ended up publishing a paper on the development of altruism.26 I was able to persuade him that altruism is not a defining quality of the pinnacle of development. Rather, we concluded that as people go through increasingly high stages of cognitive, social, personal, and moral development, they become capable of emitting increasingly sophisticated forms of altruism. We advanced what we called an “additive-inclusive” model of stage development similar to the Russian doll model I have featured in this book. Although people who have reached advanced stages of development are able to engage in more sophisticated forms of altruism than those who have not reached these stages, they may engage in primitive forms of altruism when primitive brain mechanisms are activated. The advanced mental mechanisms that people acquire at later stages of development do not replace the more primitive mental mechanisms that they acquire at early stages of development; people retain the early mechanisms and invoke them when appropriate.


  I think Frank was right in arguing that to account fully for the evolution and development of altruism, we must attend to the role of higher-order cognitive processes such as those that mediate sophisticated forms of perspective taking, empathy, moral decision-making, and ego development. Blessed with high levels of social intelligence, people may behave altruistically because they are able to understand the needs of others in nonegocentric ways, because they believe that altruistic forms of conduct uphold cardinal moral principles, and because they value their identity as altruistic people. However, this does not completely resolve the altruism issue. If you devote yourself to the service of humanity because you value altruism and want to view yourself as an altruistic person, is altruism an end in itself or a means of upholding your moral principles and personal identity? If you help people because you believe people are morally obliged to help one another, does it detract from the altruism of the act? There is a very fine line between helping people because you want to improve their welfare and helping them because you believe it is right to improve their welfare. In most cases, people can kill two birds with one stone because, as mentioned earlier, people tend to equate altruism and morality. However, we can imagine cases in which people are required to violate their moral principles in order to behave in altruistic ways (for example, giving money to panhandlers, even though they think it is wrong, or violating principles of fairness in order to help friends or relatives) or cases in which people are required to behave in nonaltruistic ways in order to uphold their moral convictions (for example, by refraining from helping those who do not deserve assistance).


  Summary


  In the previous chapter, I explained how mental mechanisms that induce us to behave in biologically altruistic ways can evolve. In this chapter, I asked whether any of the mechanisms we inherit or acquire are designed in ways that motivate us to behave in psychologically altruistic ways—that is to say, to want to help others as an end in itself. I argued that there is nothing in evolutionary theory that prevents mental mechanisms from being designed in this way because altruistic motives can induce us to behave in ways that help us propagate our genes, even though we are not trying to achieve this ultimate effect. I suggested that most of us have played what I called the altruism game in which the optimistic side argues that people can be motivated to help others out of the goodness of their hearts and the cynical side argues that if you dig down deep enough, you will find that people are out for themselves. I went on to consider four possible sources of altruism: altruistic impulses, altruistic emotional states, social learning, and higher cognitive processes.


  With respect to altruistic impulses, I reviewed research indicating that bystanders sometimes intervene in emergencies to help others without thinking much about the consequences of their behaviors, apparently oblivious to potential costs to themselves. Even if these bystanders end up receiving incidental benefits such as being lauded as heroes, the evidence does not suggest that they intervened in order to achieve such benefits. With respect to altruistic emotions, I adduced evidence that gratitude, various forms of love, and feelings of solidarity may engender altruistic motivational states. With respect to social learning, I suggested that a significant portion of the helping behaviors emitted by modern humans could be the product of social learning and conformity to cultural norms. Whether such behaviors qualify as altruistic or not depends on the kinds of goals that those who emit them are using them to achieve. With respect to lofty sources of altruism such as advanced forms of perspective taking and moral reasoning, I concluded that although people at high stages of social and moral development may be capable of engaging in more sophisticated forms of altruistic conduct than those at lower stages of development, they are not necessarily more strongly disposed to behave in conventionally altruistic ways.


  In closing, I think we can conclude that we have been blessed by evolution with the capacity to develop several mental mechanisms that dispose us to behave in psychologically altruistic ways.27 When parents sacrifice their needs for the sake of their children; when people devote themselves to those they love; when friends are there for one another; when heroes sacrifice their lives for strangers; and when people help others because they believe it is right, they are evincing evidence that we are naturally inclined to be altruistic under certain conditions. And even if the motivation of those who help others is not purely altruistic, does it really matter? If you help me when I am in need, does it matter whether you are purely motivated to improve my welfare or whether you are motivated to achieve other unselfish ends, such as being a good friend, abiding by a moral principle, or living up to your ideals. What matters to most of us is whether or not those who help others are doing it for selfish reasons. I believe that we are capable of behaving in genuinely altruistic ways, but if I haven’t persuaded you, hold off on forming a final conclusion. I have saved the most compelling evidence for the next chapter.
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  Empathy and Altruism


  When I was in graduate school deciding on a topic to investigate for my PhD thesis, I asked myself which of all the possible sources of altruism seemed the most significant. The answer I came up with was empathy, defined as sharing the feelings of others. I designed a study to test the hypothesis that inducing people to emphasize with victims in apparent distress will increase their willingness to help them (note that the “victims” did not actually suffer). I assessed empathy by recording changes in observers’ physiological reactions, such as their heart rate and blood pressure. The results of the experiment supported the hypothesis: Participants who exhibited the highest levels of empathy were most willing to suffer costs to help the “victim.”1


  Although empathy and sympathy are similar in nature, the two emotional states differ because empathy involves sharing the thoughts and feelings of others—feeling with people, feeling what they feel, both good and bad—whereas sympathy involves feeling sorry for people who experience undesirable outcomes. Neuroscientists have traced empathic reactions to “mirror neurons,” which fire in identical ways when we observe others performing acts as they do when we perform the acts ourselves.2


  The Origin of Empathy


  Considering empathy from an evolutionary perspective encourages us to ask how the mental mechanisms that induce people to experience vicariously the psychological states of others evolved—to identify the adaptive functions they served. In what ways would it have benefited early humans (and other animals) to feel bad when they observed others feeling bad and to feel good when they observed others feeling good? Inasmuch as empathy engenders the motivation to help those in distress, how could this have helped our ancestors propagate their genes?


  It seems plausible that the mental mechanisms that endowed early humans with a capacity for empathy originally evolved through kin selection. Early humans who inherited mental mechanisms that induced them to share the feelings of their offspring and other blood relatives propagated the genes that guided the creation of these mechanisms by helping those who possessed copies of these genes. However, there has to be more to the story than that, because humans and other animals empathize with individuals other than their kin. As expressed by Frans de Waal, “the empathic response is amplified by similarity, familiarity, social closeness, and positive experience with the other. . . . In human studies subjects empathize with a confederate’s pleasure or distress if they perceive the relationship as cooperative.” De Waal cites research showing that “seeing the pain of a cooperative confederate activates pain-related brain areas but seeing the pain of an unfair confederate activates reward-related areas, at least in men.” De Waal concludes that “the empathy mechanism is biased the way evolutionary theory would predict. Empathy is (a) activated in relation to those with whom one has a close or positive relationship, and (b) suppressed, or even turned into Schadenfreude, in relation to strangers and defectors.”3


  It is tempting to view our tendency to empathize with and assist people who share characteristics of our kin as a misfiring of mental mechanisms that evolved through kin selection, and this, in part, may be the case. However, in addition, such “overgeneralizations” probably benefited our early human ancestors by producing several return benefits. Early humans who helped nonkin with whom they empathized may well have been rewarded biologically and genetically by fostering cooperative relations, by enhancing their reputations, by increasing their chances of mating, by upholding the groups on which they were dependent, by inducing recipients to reciprocate, and so on.


  The Evolution of Empathy


  As expressed by Frans de Waal, “empathy covers all the ways in which one individual’s emotional state affects another’s, with simple mechanisms at its core and more complex mechanisms and perspective-taking abilities at its outer layers. Because of the layered nature of the capacities involved, we speak of the Russian doll model, in which higher cognitive levels of empathy build upon a firm, hard-wired basis.”4 Each “level” gives rise to a different kind of empathic experience—a different form of empathy.


  De Waal asserts that the first type of empathy to evolve, which constitutes the primitive core in humans and some other animals, induces us to experience feelings of personal distress when we are exposed to the distress of others—a type of emotional contagion. When we are in this state, we do not differentiate ourselves from those with whom we are empathizing. We are motivated to help those in distress in order to relieve our own feelings of distress, which renders the motivation selfish in nature.


  At “the next evolutionary step,” which de Waal labels cognitive empathy, “emotional contagion is combined with appraisal of the other’s situation and attempts to understand the cause of the other’s emotions.”5 Put another way, at this level, we attempt to take the perspective of those who are experiencing distress and understand it from their point of view. Cognitive empathy motivates us to engage in sympathetic behaviors such as consoling those who have been harmed. According to de Waal, consolation is common in humans, apes, and some large-brained birds, but virtually nonexistent in monkeys.


  De Waal goes on to suggest that with expanded brain evolution, humans and a few other species acquired increasingly sophisticated perspective-taking abilities, which endowed them with the capacity to experience increasingly other-oriented forms of empathy. According to de Waal, the essential cognitive ability that endows us with a capacity for the highest level of empathy—empathic perspective taking—is the ability to distinguish ourselves from others and to understand how others are feeling on their own terms: “For an individual to move beyond being sensitive to others toward an explicit other-orientation requires a shift in perspective. The emotional state induced in oneself by the other now needs to be attributed to the other instead of the self. A heightened self-identity allows a subject to relate to the object’s emotional state without losing sight of the actual source of this state.”6 De Waal cites evidence that apes, humans, elephants, and dolphins are able to recognize themselves in mirrors, that this ability is correlated with perspective-taking abilities in humans, and that animals that possess this ability are able to engage in “targeted helping,” defined as “help that is fine-tuned to another’s specific situation and goals.”7


  Neuroscience research on empathy has supported de Waal’s assertion that empathic reactions in humans are produced by an interaction between primitive types of emotional contagion and more advanced forms of cognition. Based on a review of research in the area, the neuroscientist Jean Decety from the University of Chicago concluded that “cognitive processes that exert a top-down control on [primitive empathic emotional reactions] are mediated by specific subregions of the prefrontal cortex” that help people distinguish actions that they produce from actions produced by others.8


  

  The Development of Empathy


  De Waal accounts for the evolution of empathy in our species in terms of the increasing sophistication of cognitive abilities mediated by the expansion of the human brain. When discussing rational and emotional sources of moral judgment in Part II of this book, I pointed out parallels between the evolution of the brain in the human species and the development of the brain in children. Consistent with this theme, psychologists have advanced models of the development of empathy that are complementary to de Waal’s evolutionary model. Consider, for example, the model advanced by Martin Hoffman from New York University.9


  Hoffman begins by acknowledging that empathy stems from evolved dispositions and then goes on to describe four phases in its growth in children that are defined in large part by the development of perspective-taking abilities. In the first phase, infants experience empathic reactions as “global distress,” triggered, for example, by the cries of other infants. In the second phase, infants display egocentric empathic reactions that motivate them to respond to others’ distress by engaging in behaviors that make them (but not those with whom they are empathizing) feel better. For example, they might hug their teddy bear. In the third phase, children’s empathic reactions are evoked by interpretations of the situations that others experience, and children make more finely tuned emotional attributions, realizing that others’ thoughts and feelings may differ from their own. In the final, most advanced, phase (not discussed by de Waal), we acquire the ability to understand that others’ reactions are affected by life experiences that go beyond the immediate situations at hand. We are able to experience empathy for disadvantaged groups or classes of people that we have never observed directly. We might, for example, shed tears for starving people in third world countries and even feel bad for all of humanity.


  Empathy and Altruism


  A great deal of research has found that people are inclined to help those with whom they empathize, but how altruistic is their behavior? When I interpreted the results of the research that I conducted for my PhD thesis, I assumed that participants’ decisions to suffer costs to reduce the apparent pain of the “victims” they were observing was altruistic in nature. But was it really? Maybe they felt bad watching a victim appear to suffer and decided to help the victim in order to relieve their own distress, much like a mechanic might oil a squeaky wheel or a caretaker might give a baby a soother to stop it from emitting abrasive screams.


  Darwin took a position on this issue in Descent of Man. He questioned whether sympathetic behaviors are aimed at relieving “the sufferings of another in order that our own painful feelings may be at the same time relieved,” because this account fails to explain “the fact that sympathy is excited, in an immeasurably stronger degree, by a beloved, than by an indifferent person.”10 I agree that we tend to feel more sympathy for beloved than for nonbeloved people, but that does not really prove that we do not help them in order to relieve our own painful feelings. It was not until the 1970s that psychologists, led by Daniel Batson from the University of Kansas, began to investigate the nature of the motivation mediating the connection between empathy and altruism.


  Batson launched a research program on what he called “the empathy-altruism hypothesis” by demonstrating that we may react in two quite different ways when we are exposed to the suffering of others. First, like de Waal and Hoffman, Batson suggested that we may experience personal distress that we can allay in a variety of ways, such as looking away, leaving the scene, or helping the suffering person. Batson conceded that when we help others in order to relieve feelings of personal distress, our behavior is selfish in nature. However, argued Batson, observing others who are feeling bad also may evoke “an other-oriented emotional response . . . [such as] empathy, sympathy, compassion, etc.” (which he labeled empathic concern) that engenders “a motivational state with the . . . goal of increasing another’s welfare.”11 Batson argued that empathic concern motivates us to help others as an end in itself, as opposed to helping them instrumentally in order to relieve our own vicariously experienced personal distress or to achieve other selfish goals.12


  Batson reasoned that if, as cynics claim, people who empathize with victims help them in order to reduce their personal distress (that is to say, if the goal they want to achieve is to make themselves feel better), then they should not help victims when they are able to reduce their personal distress in less costly ways, such as directing their attention to other things or leaving the scene. Batson and his colleagues designed experiments to test this hypothesis and found that participants who empathized with victims (but not participants who did not empathize with them) chose to help them even when given opportunities to reduce their distress in other ways. Batson concluded that empathy (but not personal distress) engenders altruistic motives.


  Batson’s findings did not satisfy some of his more cynical colleagues. Engaging in a scientific form of the whack-a-mole game, critics argued that the participants in Batson’s experiments who seemed to be behaving altruistically could have been attempting to achieve selfish goals other than reducing their personal distress. For example, they could have been trying to make a good impression on the experimenter; they could have been trying to avoid feeling guilty; they could have been trying to improve their mood, and so on. Batson and his colleagues conducted some thirty experiments that pitted the empathy-altruism hypothesis against the selfish moles that critics popped up against it.


  Consider three examples. To evaluate the cynical claim that people help those with whom they empathize in order to gain social approval or to avoid disapproval, Batson and his colleagues determined whether people who empathized with victims were more likely to help in public than they were to help in private. To evaluate the claim that those who empathize with victims help them in order to avoid self-censure and guilt, Batson and his colleagues determined whether participants they had induced to empathize helped victims when they were offered personally and socially acceptable reasons and justifications for not helping. To evaluate the claim that those in empathic states help others in order to feel good about themselves, Batson and his colleagues assessed the mood of empathizing participants after they learned that third parties helped victims.13


  Batson and his colleagues were remarkably successful at disconfirming competing hypotheses and demonstrating that people choose to help those with whom they empathize even when they are prevented from using their helping behaviors to achieve selfish goals, and even when they are offered more direct and less costly ways of achieving selfish goals than helping others. Batson and his colleagues knocked down the most plausible selfish moles. These researchers also found that when people who empathized with others in need were prevented from helping them, they felt bad. Citing a review of the literature on prosocial behavior by the psychologists Jane Piliavin and Hong-Wen Charng from the University of Wisconsin,14 Batson concluded that a “paradigm shift” is occurring in psychology “away from the earlier position that behavior that appears to be altruistic must, under closer scrutiny, be revealed as reflecting egoistic motives. Rather, theory and data now being advanced are more compatible with the view that true altruism—acting with the goal of benefiting another—does exist and is a part of human nature.”15


  Note that Batson and his colleagues did not claim that people do not ever help others for selfish reasons. Even in Batson’s research, participants who were not induced to empathize with victims helped them in order to pursue selfish goals such as reducing personal distress, gaining social approval, and improving their mood. Batson claimed only that a particular set of mental mechanisms—those that mediate advanced levels of empathy—engender altruistic motives. Note also that it is not possible to prove conclusively that participants in Batson’s studies who empathized with victims were not driven to help them by some hidden selfish motive activated by Batson’s methods of evoking empathy (i.e., some mole that cynics did not pop up). Finally, as Batson has acknowledged, empathy does not always engender moral motives, and it is not always moral to behave altruistically; empathy also can motivate people to behave in immoral (e.g., nepotistic and unjust) ways.


  In conclusion, although it is not possible to establish that we are not motivated to help those with whom we empathize for some hidden selfish reason, psychologists such as Daniel Batson and his colleagues have adduced a great deal of evidence in support of the empathy-altruism hypothesis, which makes sense from the perspective of evolution.


  Summary


  Empathy is a significant source of altruism. The mental mechanisms that induce individuals to empathize with others probably originated through kin selection and became expanded through the biological and genetic benefits of helping nonkin who possessed characteristics displayed by kin. There is a close parallel between the evolution of mental mechanisms that mediate empathy and the development of these mechanisms through the life span. Like other animals, we sometimes experience unpleasant feelings when we observe others suffering that motivate us to help them in order to relieve our own distress, rendering our helping behaviors selfish in nature. This form of “empathy” has been observed in infants. However, unlike most other animals, as we develop cognitively, we normally acquire increasingly sophisticated perspective-taking abilities that enable us to experience empathic concern for the plight of others. Endowed with advanced cognitive abilities, we are able to differentiate others’ mental and emotional states from our own, which enables us to tailor our helping behaviors to their needs. Empathic concern motivates us to help those in distress in order to improve their lot, as opposed to relieving our own distress or benefitting ourselves in other ways. Advanced forms of empathy enable us to improve the forms of altruism we emit, directing them increasingly exclusively toward advancing others’ interests rather than missing the mark or advancing our own interests.


  A psychologist named Daniel Batson went to great lengths to test the hypothesis that advanced levels of empathy (i.e., “empathic concern”) engender truly altruistic motives. Batson and his colleagues conducted a large number of experiments to determine whether participants who empathize with victims help them as an end in itself or as a means of achieving selfish goals such as relieving their personal distress, making a good impression, allaying guilt, and improving their mood. The studies conducted by these investigators consistently supported the empathy-altruism hypothesis. It appears that mental mechanisms have evolved in our species that enable us to develop the capacity to experience forms of empathy that motivate us to help others for their sake.
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  Human Nature and the Nature of Morality


  So, after all of this, what should we conclude about the moral aspect of human nature? On a descriptive level, the account I have advanced adds little to what we know from experience—we inherit the capacity to experience moral emotions such as love and sympathy, to acquire increasingly sophisticated forms of moral knowledge, to engage in moral reasoning, and to behave in ways that we and others consider moral. However, we also inherit the capacity to experience immoral emotions such as anger, envy, and lust; we sometimes use our heads to evade responsibility and to justify misdeeds; and we sometimes behave in immoral ways. What we are, descriptively, is a mixed bag. The challenge is to explain how we got this way. For some reason, it seems easy to attribute the bad part of our nature to evolution and to look elsewhere for sources of goodness. That is a mistake—the good part of our nature also stems from evolved sources.


  Psychologists and neurologists have made significant progress in identifying the mental mechanisms that give rise to the various manifestations of morality, mapping their design, and determining what activates them. Some of these mechanisms, such as those that produce impulsive and emotional reactions, stem from structures that are located in the primitive inner core of our brains, whereas other mechanisms, such as those that enable us to learn morals from others and to figure out solutions to complex moral problems, stem from structures that are located in the more recently evolved, outer layers of our brains. Primates that possess less neocortex than we do display primitive types of moral emotions and moral behaviors, but we are unique in the animal kingdom in our ability to develop sophisticated conceptions of morality and to use words to express moral judgments. I could have said more about how inner brain structures and outer brain structures interact to produce moral judgments, but it would have necessitated using words such as “amygdala,” “posterior cingulate cortex,” and “ventromedial prefrontal cortex” that would not have added much to the discussion.


  To account fully for the moral aspect of human nature, we must understand how the mental mechanisms that produce moral thoughts, moral feelings, and moral behaviors evolved, and this necessitates understanding the biological functions that these manifestations of morality served in early human environments—how they helped our early human ancestors propagate their genes. People behave in moral and immoral ways for a reason. To explain morality, we must identify the ultimate reason. A psychologist might say, “People behave in moral ways because they sympathize with others, or because their parents taught them to be good, or because they understand the difference between right and wrong.” Although such explanations are valid, they are incomplete because they fail to answer ultimate “why” questions. Why do people sympathize with others? Why do parents teach their children to tell the truth? Why do people acquire moral knowledge? Why are we able to make moral judgments in both rational and emotional-intuitive ways, and what causes us to invoke one form of moral decision-making or another? To answer such questions, we must figure out how we (but not other animals) acquired the mental mechanisms that give rise to the kinds of moral emotions, moral judgments, moral behaviors, and forms of moral reasoning that we alone in the animal kingdom exhibit, and this entails figuring out what adaptive problems these manifestations of morality helped our early human ancestors solve.


  The main argument I advanced in this book is that the overriding adaptive function of the moral aspects of human nature is to reap the biological, reproductive, and genetic benefits of cooperative social relations. The mental mechanisms that endow us with a capacity for morality evolved to help us resist the temptation to foster our immediate interests at the expense of others’ interests and to induce us to foster our long-term interests in ways that foster the interests of others—by doing our share and by taking our share, by maintaining mutually beneficial social relations, by resolving conflicts of interest in effective ways, and by upholding (and improving) the systems of cooperation and social orders of our groups. As expressed by the evolutionary biologist Geoffrey Miller, “in evolutionary theory, a moral person is simply one who pursues their ultimate genetic self-interest through psychological adaptations that embody a genuine, proximate concern for others.”1


  Defined functionally, moral people possess qualities that induce them to go about the business of surviving, reproducing, and propagating their genes in cooperative ways—that is to say, in ways that help others advance their biological interests. These qualities include all the moral qualities I have discussed in this book—moral behaviors, moral emotions, moral virtues, moral knowledge, moral principles, and so on. Framed in this way, the reason that people consider some people exceptionally moral is because they achieve the functions that morality evolved to serve exceptionally well, advancing their ultimate biological interests in cooperative ways that advance the interests of others.


  We know that children change as they develop throughout the life span in ways that most people consider increasingly moral. In part, this is because the most recently evolved outer layers of our brains—our cerebral cortexes—grow a lot throughout childhood and adolescence, enabling us to improve our ability to understand the perspectives of others, to engage in increasingly sophisticated forms of moral reasoning, and to invoke executive functions to increase our capacity for self-control. However, this is not the whole story. The changes in morality that occur as people develop also are affected by the kinds of moral problems that they experience at different phases of their lives. Each phase brings new challenges—dealing with those who are more powerful and knowledgeable than you are, getting along with your peers, finding a mate, caring for your children, upholding the groups to which you belong. The kinds of problems that you experience at early stages of your life do not go away, and neither do the mental mechanisms that evolved to solve them. In part, moral development consists of the acquisition of an increasingly large set of social strategies, or tools, equipped to solve an increasingly large set of social problems.


  A point I have made repeatedly throughout this book is even if the mental mechanisms and strategies that give rise to social judgments and social behaviors evolved because they paid off genetically in early human environments, it need not render us selfish or immoral in a social or psychological sense. The most hopeful thing about morality is that there is no necessary inconsistency between behaving morally and optimizing our biological and genetic success. Moral emotions such as love, sympathy, gratitude, and forgiveness evolved because they disposed early humans to promote their biological welfare in moral ways. Under favorable conditions, cooperative moral strategies produce more beneficial results than selfish immoral strategies do, and with the help of culture, we can control the conditions that govern the payoffs.


  We will not be able to change our evolved psychological mechanisms much in our lifetimes, so we need to work with what we’ve got, and what we’ve got is a set of mental mechanisms that dispose us to adopt conditional strategies—to behave morally under some conditions and to behave immorality under other conditions. If we want to foster morality, then we need to create the conditions that activate moral strategies. We need to ensure that those who adopt moral strategies fare better than those who adopt immoral strategies. We need to make morality pay off—rewarding the good guys and punishing the bad guys; preventing cheaters from prospering.


  Evolutionary Ethics


  Before pulling the curtains on this account of morality, I would like to explore its implications for normative ethics—the branch of philosophy that attempts to determine how to arrive at and justify basic standards of morality. Normative ethicists attempt to specify what it means to be a good person, to establish criteria for right and wrong, and to derive general principles such as the Golden Rule for how people ought to behave. I am not a philosopher, so I am out of my depth in this domain. However, some ideas advanced by some very good philosophers mesh well with themes I have developed in this book.


  There are three main schools of normative ethics—virtue ethics (espoused most famously by Aristotle), utilitarianism (also called consequentialism, espoused by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill), and deontology (espoused by Immanuel Kant and John Rawls). Virtue ethicists focus on positive character traits (i.e., virtues) and attempt to explain what it means to be a good person. Utilitarian and deontological ethicists attempt to figure out what overriding, or first, principles best define right and wrong. Utilitarian ethicists base their criteria for morality on the consequences of acts or rules, advancing principles such as “Behave in ways that produce the greatest good for the greatest number.” Deontological ethicists base their criteria for morality on the inherent rightness of general moral prescriptions. The Golden Rule is a deontological maxim, but not a very good one because it could prescribe doing bad things to others such as helping them engage in immoral behaviors because the people prescribing the behaviors would want others to do such bad things to them. Deontological philosophers such as Immanuel Kant have advanced more sophisticated principles such as “Act only according to that maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it become a universal law” and “Act as to treat humanity, whether in your own person or in another, always as an ends, and never as only a means” (Kant’s “Categorical Imperatives”).


  

  Virtue Ethics


  I discussed virtues in Chapter 2. The main questions that arise from the account of the evolution of morality advanced in this book is how our early human ancestors came to deem traits such as honesty and altruism virtuous, what moral virtues have in common, and why people from all cultures agree on the virtuousness of some character traits but disagree about others. The main answer implied by the evidence presented in this book is that our ancestors deemed traits that supported the systems of cooperation they developed to advance their interests as virtues, and they deemed traits that undermined the social order of their groups as vices. Cardinal virtues such as fairness and respect for rules uphold all systems of cooperation. Other virtues such as self-reliance, gentleness, and humor may or may not uphold the social order of groups, depending on the circumstances.


  Deontological Ethics


  I am not a fan of deontological approaches to ethics, and they do not mesh well with the themes that I advanced in this book. Because I am not a philosopher, I will rely on a critique offered by a scholar with a strong background in philosophy, Joshua Greene, whose ideas I discussed in the chapter dealing with dual-process theories of moral decision-making.


  According to Greene, deontological approaches such as the one advanced by Immanuel Kant, which attempt to “derive interesting moral truths from first principles,” have failed miserably: “Not one moral controversy has ever been resolved with a proof from first principles.” Greene argues that although deontological ethicists claim that they are deriving moral truths from fundamental principles, what they actually are doing is constructing abstract theories to justify their moral intuitions: “Kant crosses the line from reasoning to rationalization.”2 Greene gives as an example Kant’s conclusion that masturbation is wrong because it violates the universal maxim that one should treat all people (including oneself) as ends, not means. According to Greene, this justification is just a fancy bit of intellectual footwork to justify an anti-masturbation attitude that Kant has acquired in some other way. Greene also takes exception to Kant’s claim that acts such as lying and killing are always wrong because maxims supporting them cannot be universalized. In response to Kantian arguments such as “If everyone were to lie (or break promises), then the institution of telling the truth (or keeping one’s word) would be undermined, and it would be impossible to lie or break a promise,” Greene argues that there are lots of behaviors, such as being fashionable, that cannot be universalized (“If everyone is fashionable, then no one is fashionable”) yet would not be considered immoral. Greene concludes by asserting that “after nearly two and a half centuries, no one has ever managed to transform Kant’s flawed arguments into rigorous moral proofs, and it’s not for lack of effort . . . no moral controversy has ever been resolved with a proof.”3 Like me, Greene is more sympathetic toward utilitarian approaches to ethics.


  Utilitarian Ethics


  As expressed by Greene, “utilitarianism makes a whole lot of sense—not just to me and you, but to every nonpsychopath with [powers of reasoning].”4 One of the main reasons that utilitarian approaches appeal to the average person is because “our intuitive judgments serve to promote good consequences: We have negative gut reactions to things that tend to produce bad results (such as violence) and positive reactions to things that tend to do good (such as helping people).”


  The problem is that we do not have moral intuitions about all moral issues, especially those that are unique to the modern world, and our moral intuitions do not always correspond to the consequences of acts. Greene allows that “our gut reactions weren’t necessarily designed to serve truly moral ends. . . . Some of our gut reactions may simply reflect the biological imperative to spread out genes, causing us, for example, to favor ourselves and our tribes over others.” However, Greene suggests that we could “attempt to clean house. Before organizing our moral intuitions, we might first attempt to jettison all our biased intuitions.”5 Put another way, Greene suggests adopting a utilitarian approach that transcends the limitations of our moral intuitions: “We should simply try to make the world as happy as possible. This philosophy doesn’t give us everything we want, but for now, it’s the best that modern [people] can do.”6 I’m not sure I agree that happiness is the best ultimate moral good. I think I would prefer something closer to biologically fit or well-adapted.


  

  The Secret Joke of Kant’s Soul


  In Part II of this book, I discussed Greene’s research on trolley dilemmas showing that (a) people tend to think it is wrong to push a heavy person off a footbridge to stop a train in order to save five lives, but people tend to think it is right to throw a switch to achieve the same result, and (b) structures in the brain associated with emotional decision-making, or intuitions, mediate decisions about the Footbridge Dilemma and brain structures associated with rational decision-making mediate decisions about the Switch Dilemma. Greene advanced a clever but controversial inference about the implications of these findings for theories of normative ethics. He argued that judgments opposing pushing a heavy person off a footbridge are deontological because they are based on the principle that it is wrong to treat others as means to ends, whereas judgments advocating sacrificing one person to save five lives in the Switch Dilemma are utilitarian because they promote the greatest good for the greatest number. In an article entitled “The Secret Joke of Kant’s Soul,” Greene turned Kant’s position on its head, arguing that findings from research on trolley dilemmas demonstrate that people do not, as Kant assumed, derive deontological judgments (such as those they make about the Footbridge Dilemma) from rational sources, or first principles; rather they derive deontological judgments from emotional sources, or moral intuitions. In contrast, argued Greene, people derive utilitarian judgments (such as judgments to the Switch Dilemma) from rational sources—they figure out what course of action would achieve the greatest good. According to Greene, Kant did not derive moral judgments from first principles any more than those who make judgments about the Footbridge Dilemma do; rather, Kant offered elaborate rationalizations for judgments that he derived intuitively! It should be noted, however, that some moral philosophers have criticized Greene’s conclusions.7


  Greene sums up his view of normative ethics as follows:


  

    What turn-of-the-millennium science is telling us is that human moral judgment is not a pristine rational enterprise—that our moral judgments are driven by a hodgepodge of emotional dispositions, which themselves were shaped by a hodgepodge of evolutionary forces, both biological and cultural. Because of this, it is exceedingly unlikely that there is any rationally coherent normative moral theory that can accommodate our moral intuitions. Moreover, anyone who claims to have such a theory, or even part of one, almost certainly does not. Instead, what that person probably has is a moral rationalization.


  


  Greene goes on to assert that:


  

    Morality is not what generations of philosophers and theologians have thought it to be. Morality is not a set of freestanding abstract truths that we can somehow access with our limited human minds. Moral psychology is not something that occasionally intrudes into the abstract realm of moral philosophy. Moral philosophy is a manifestation of moral psychology. Moral philosophers are . . . just the intellectual tips of much bigger and deeper psychological and biological icebergs. Once you understand this, your whole view of morality changes. Figure and ground reverse, and you see competing moral philosophies not just as points in an abstract philosophical space but as the predictable products of our dual-process brains.8


  


  From Is to Ought


  Greene is saying that in order to understand moral philosophy, we need to understand the psychological sources of moral judgments. In advancing this position, Greene is in danger of committing what moral philosophers have called “the is-ought fallacy” (also called “the naturalistic fallacy”) of attempting to derive “ought” prescriptions (the domain of ethics) from “is” statements of fact (the domain of sciences such as psychology). A feature of moral philosophy that has frustrated me over the years is that after you plow through all of the philosophizing, you often end up deciding which ethical principles you prefer by asking yourself whether they prescribe behaviors that feel right, as Greene accused Kant of doing. Put another way, philosophers seem to ask which overriding principle (which “ought” statement) best accounts for our moral intuitions (the “is”—what we feel is right). It seems to follow that understanding the “is” of how the mechanisms that produce moral judgments are designed and how they operate, as I have attempted to do in this book, could supply a basis for evaluating the ought statements they produce. The research I reviewed in Part II of this book demonstrated that we derive moral judgments (ought statements) from at least two sources in our minds (two “is” sources): emotionally based moral intuitions and rationally based moral judgments.


  Greene acknowledges that the position he advocates “cross[es] the infamous “is/ought divide” and goes on to ask “[h]ow did we go from descriptive scientific theories concerning moral psychology to skepticism about a whole class of normative moral theories [i.e., deontological theories about “oughts”]?” Greene’s answer is that he “did not . . . attempt to derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is,’ ” because his “method has been inductive rather than deductive.” “We have inferred on the basis of the available evidence that the phenomenon of rationalist deontological philosophy is best explained as a rationalization of evolved emotional intuition.”9


  Greene focuses on “Type 1” emotional-intuitive processes. A psychologist whose theory I have discussed repeatedly in this book, Lawrence Kohlberg, attempted to cross the “is/ought divide” in another, quite clever, way by focusing on the development of “Type 2” rational thinking. In an article entitled “From Is to Ought: How to Commit the Naturalistic Fallacy and Get Away With It,” Kohlberg argued that if people acquire increasingly sophisticated (higher stage) structures of moral reasoning as they develop (the “is”), then the ought statements that they derive from these structures should be more valid than the ought statements that they derive from less sophisticated (lower stage) structures of moral reasoning.10 One implication of this position is that most adults’ theories of ethics are better than most children’s theories of ethics. In his early writings, Kohlberg theorized that moral reasoning that defined the highest stage in his sequence (Stage 6) is deontological in nature, and moral reasoning that defined the second to last stage (Stage 5) is utilitarian, which would render deontological principles superior to utilitarian principles. However, Kohlberg abandoned this claim when he found that after people reach Stage 4, they may develop either Stage 5 or Stage 6 structures of moral reasoning (and therefore espouse either utilitarian or deontological ethical theories).


  Biologically Utilitarian Approaches


  Like Greene, Darwin favored a utilitarian approach to normative ethics. Darwin suggested that the quality that renders behaviors and traits moral—the cardinal principle of morality—is fostering the “general good or welfare of the community.”11 On this utilitarian principle, the reason that people consider virtues such as altruism, fairness, honesty, and self-control moral is because they improve the welfare of communities, and the reason that people consider antisocial behaviors immoral is because they diminish the welfare of communities. Extending this idea, the more a behavior contributes to the welfare of communities—the more good it does for communities—the more moral it becomes.


  In contrast to early utilitarian theorists such as John Stuart Mill who defined welfare in terms of pleasure and happiness, Darwin defined welfare more biologically as “rearing of the greatest number of individuals in full vigor and health with all their faculties perfect under the conditions to which they are subjugated,” though he believed that “the welfare and the happiness of the individual usually coincide.”12 The promise in utilitarian principles of morality such as these was well-expressed by Robert Wright in his book The Moral Animal: “Everyone’s happiness can, in principle, go up if everyone treats everyone else nicely. You refrain from cheating or mistreating me, I refrain from cheating or mistreating you; we’re both better off than we would be in a world without morality.”13


  A Functional Approach to Ethics


  In addition to fitting well with utilitarian approaches to ethics, the evolutionary approach to morality that I have advanced in this book seems compatible with functional approaches. The idea behind functional approaches is that to evaluate the adequacy of a moral principle, you need to determine how well it does its job: the better a moral idea, judgment, emotion, principle, behavior, strategy, disposition, trait, or virtue fulfills the function that morality evolved to serve, the more morally adequate it is. If the ultimate function of morality is to enable members of groups to advance their biological interests in cooperative ways, then we could evaluate the manifestations of morality in terms of their ability to fulfill this function. Utilitarian principles such as “Foster the general good or welfare of the community” and “Behave in ways that promote the greatest good for the greatest number” would seem to fare well on this criterion, though a better translation much be “Adopt a strategy that, if everyone else adopted it, would be best for all interested parties.”


  It is important to note that you don’t have to be a completely moral person or a paragon of morality to behave in moral ways. Most of us pursue our interests in ways that advance the interests of others most of the time. In most situations, simple behavioral strategies such as Tit for Tat are adequately moral because they work—they fulfill the functions morality evolved to serve: You help me; I pay you back, and we can both come out ahead through gains in trade. Simple strategies lose moral status only when they fail to fulfill moral functions or when they fulfill them in limited ways, such as when Tit for Tat strategies give rise to blood feuds or are invoked instead of principles that produce better net results, such as those that build a little forgiveness into the Tit for Tat rule, encourage us to invest in our families, friends and groups, and exhort us to advance the welfare of those who are unable to pay us back directly. Put another way, moral principles such as Tit for Tat are limited because they cannot be universalized in ways that enable members of groups to maximize their benefits from systems of cooperation—such principles work well under some conditions but are deficient under other conditions. On functional criteria, the reason that strategies such as those that uphold the ideal forms of reciprocity prescribed by the Golden Rule are better (more moral) than simpler strategies such as those that uphold concrete forms of reciprocity (e.g., Tit for Tat) is because the former do a better job than the latter of helping people foster their welfare in ways that foster the welfare of others.


  If moral dispositions and a sense of morality evolved because they disposed early humans to behave in ways that enabled them to achieve their ultimate adaptive goals by supporting those on whom their welfare was dependent, it might seem that, on a functional criterion, people’s moral obligations would extend only to those on whom their welfare is dependent. Clearly, most of us feel a stronger moral obligation to help our relatives, friends, and members of our ingroups than we do to help strangers and members of outgroups. However, if the function of morality is to enable people to promote their long-term welfare in ways that promote the long-term welfare of others, then ideal principles of morality may not need to be constrained by the psychological mechanisms that evolved to fulfill this function in ancestral environments—the “is” of our nature. As human groups increase in size, and as the world develops into a global community, our welfare becomes increasingly dependent on the welfare of others. Indeed, as signaled by global warming concerns, our ultimate welfare is becoming increasingly connected to the welfare of other plants and animals.


  In the end—and I will end this book with this thought—like other animals, we are evolved to adopt strategies that helped our early ancestors propagate their genes. The question is, What are the most optimal strategies? Early in this book, I explained why unconditionally cooperative strategies are doomed to fail in environments that contain individuals who are willing and able to exploit them. The advantage of moral strategies such as “Promote the greatest good for the greatest number” lies in their ability to guard against cheating: In order to promote the greatest good for the greatest number, we must ensure that cheaters do not prosper. It is important to note that the effectiveness and optimality of moral strategies depend on the conditions in which they are enacted, and we can control these conditions. If we structured our societies in ways that made behaving morally the most effective social strategy—if we ensured that virtuous behaviors paid off better than immoral behaviors—we all could come out ahead. Like drivers on congested roads, if all of us were thoughtful to others, took our turns, and behaved fairly, what goes around would come around, and everyone would get where they want to go in an optimal manner. I believe that we are making progress; however, it is clear that we have a long way to go.


  Summary


  We are evolved to invoke the kinds of moral and immoral social strategies that helped our early human ancestors survive, reproduce, and propagate their genes. Although the mental mechanisms and strategies that give rise to social decisions evolved because they paid off genetically in early human environments, this need not render us selfish or immoral. We can optimize our biological and genetic success by behaving morally. The overriding adaptive function of the moral aspect of human nature is to reap the benefits of cooperative social relations. Psychologists and neurologists have begun mapping the mental mechanisms that give rise to the manifestations of morality, locating them in early and recently evolved structures in the brain. Moral development occurs in an additive-inclusive way: Children acquire an increasingly large set of social strategies that enable them to solve an increasingly large set of social problems as they develop.


  The biological analysis of morality I have advanced in this book is most consistent with utilitarian and functional approaches to ethics. To evaluate the morality of an act, we need to determine how well it upholds the systems of cooperation that contribute to the welfare of those who participate in them. It is possible to bridge the gap between “is” and “ought” by determining how the mental mechanisms that give rise to “ought” judgments evolved, develop, and are designed. The best way to construct a moral society is to create conditions that ensure that those who adopt moral strategies fare better than those who do not.
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