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If we live in a dog-eat-dog world, then wh
are we frequently so good to each other?

Sé

The
maritan

Paradox

By Ernst Fehr and Suzann-Viola Renninger

ike many members of the animal king-
dom, people will readily lend a hand to
immediate family and relatives. But hu-
mans alone extend altruism beyond kin,
frequently helping perfect strangers for
no obvious personal gain. Whether we live in large
or small groups, in the global network of the New
Economy or in the most isolated Yanomami reser-
vation along the barder berween Venezuela and
Brazil, human cooperation in the absence of fam-
ily ties is widespread across cultures.
On what is this largehearted behavior built?
Does cach of us possess an inner samaritan who is
selfless and communiry-minded, as philosophers

have sometimes proposed [see box on page 17]?
Or—as many sociobiologists have suggested-—are
actions that are seemingly done for the benefit of
others really motivated by veiled economic calcu-
lations and selfishness or by egoism, with an eye
1o the very long term?

Some of the most fundamental questions
about our evolutionary beginnings, social rela-
tions and the origins of sociery are centered on
such issues of altruism and selfishness, Recent ex-
periments show that current gene-based evolu-
tionary theories cannot adequately explain im-
portant patterns of human altruism, pointing to-
ward the importance of theories of both cultural
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Whether we live in the New Economy or in an
isolated reservation, human cooperation in the

FAST FACTS
THE ROOTS OF ALTRUISM

Many animals demonstrate forms of altruism toward

kin. But only humans go beyond nepotism or tit-fortat
tactics, such as cooperating only when one can expect future
benefits or when such actions improve social standing. In ex-
periments, people will reward cooperators and punish those who
defect—even when it is costly lo do so.

2 Just why this Is so has puzzled scientists, because such
altruism doesn't provide immediate benefit or person-
al gain—seemingly reducing the altruist's chances of survival.

3 Recent experiments point the way toward a more nu-
anced theory of societal origins, combining genetic and
cultural evolution.

absence of family ties is widespread.

evolution and the coevolurion of genes and cultures.

The idea that selfishness can contribute to the
rise and maintenance of a cooperative society is a
long-standing ropic of political philosophy. At the
beginning of the 18th century, in an essay called
“The Fable of the Bees,” Dutch-born English doc-
tor and philosopher Bernard Mandeville main-
tained that “privarte vice” rather than “virtue” was
really at the root of all “publick benefit.,” Morali-
ty and the public welfare, he reasoned, were based
purely on the egoism of the individual. Further, if
each member of society pursued his own best in-
terests consistently, the greatest possible good
would result, Mandeville conctuded that govern-
ment would collapse if egoism ceased to motivate
our actions.

Inan eta when ecclesiastical authority iniposed
religious values, phitosophers vociferously reject-
ed Mandeville’s ideas. But similar notions were
put forth over the subsequent three centuries.
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(Waxing Philosophical about Human Nature )

hy are people altruistic? The question has been

a topic of philosophy from its beginnings. Greek

philosopher Aristotle, for example, believed that
all humans were inherently good but that potential could
be realized only within society. He therefore called our spe-
cies zoon politikon, the political animal.

Christianity introduced a view of humans as more
flawed. Despite being created in God's image, humans were
marred by the failure of sin. Only faith redeemed humans
before Ged—but it did not by any means make them good.

Seventeenth-century English philosopher Thomas
Hobbes considered ours to be a species of witd animals
that constantly oppress our own kind. Our instinct for self-
preservation expressed itself in an unguenchable lust for
power, which would inevitably result in a battle of ail

against all if not for the presence of a king, who made pos-
sible social cohesion within a state.

Enlightenment thinkers of the 18th century took a
rosier view, believing that goodness and altruism were part
of human nature, In his novel Emile, French-Swiss philoso-
pher Jean-Jacques Rousseau proposed that the key to
happiness for everyone was the free development of each
child’s personality. By allowing children’s naturaily good
tendencies to unfold, adults would prepare the way for a
hanmonious society. English philosopher Anthony Ashley
Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury, said that our inborn en-
thusiasm for the good, the true and the beautiful rendered
us so virtuous and decent that a social order might be pos-
sible in which, ideally, we could even forgo the sanctions
that ensured good behavior. —EF, and S-V.R.

Charles Darwin’s 1839 On the Origin of Species
posited that any organism that is less than com-
pletely engaged in the struggle for food, sex and
territory lessens irs chances of passing on its char-
acreristics 10 offspring, In 1874 Darwin wrote that
a tribe that callaborated “would be victorious over
most other tribes; and this would be narural se-
lection.” Nineteenth-century economists and so-
cial scientists constructed a theory of Homo eco-
nomicus, according to which Hormo sapiens sirive
exclusively to maximize rheir own advantage.

In 1976 British evolutionary biologist Richard
Dawkins reopened the public discussion dramar-
ically wirh his best-seller The Selfish Gene. He ar-
gued that molecular generic marerial uses its
host—whether it is an amoeba, hippopotamus or
human—as a “vehicle” to maximize its own prop-
agation. “We are survival machines—robor vehi-
cles blindly programmed to preserve the selfish
molecules known as genes,” Dawkmns wrote.

Following those precepts, altruism becomes a
form of disguised egotsm. Philanthropy is less the
expression of a love of humankind than of the cool
calculation of the entrepreneur who seeks to en-
sure future profit hy clever public relations. For ex-
ample, according to the sociobiology theory of re-
ciprocal altruism, people are most likely ro help
one another if frequenr contact is expected in the
furure: “I'll scrarch your back if you scratch
mine.” The giver assumes thar his generosity will
be reciprocated at a later dare. Reputation theory,
which explains another form of altruism that re-
sults in personal gain, proceeds from the assump-
tion that it s generally advantageous to establish
a repuration for benevolence and impartiality

through the use of well-rargeted good deeds. The
result is to enhance one’s image and improve the
potential for long-term profits, Homa geneticns is
closely allied with Homo ecanomicus.

Rising above Nature

But can we simply explain away loving, selfless
behavior wirh such an all-encompassing model?
Aren’t there countless examples of people coming
to the aid of athers—even when it is to their per-
sonal disadvantage? What abour volunteers whao
risk their lives to help perfect strangers after an
carthquake or other disaster? Such self-sacrifice
does not follow the rules of evelurionary biolegy.
If the immediate family does not profit and if nei-
ther reciprocal aid nor aid aimed at improving rep-
utation promise future advantage, then selflessness
gains nothing. Worse, it is costly in terms of re-
sources, health or money. By this logic, there re-
ally should not be any good samaritans. Yet they
clearly exisr,

Humans appear o be a special case among an-
imals—a findiug supported by a significant num-
ber of laboratory experiments conducted by econ-
omists and social scientists over the past several
years. The experiments come from a relarively new
branch of research called experimental econorn-
ics. The field uses methods such as “punishment™
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