

[image: image]










[image: image]
















Copyright


Copyright © 2020 by Michael McCullough


Cover design by Chin-Yee Lai


Cover copyright © 2020 Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Basic Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.basicbooks.com


First Edition: May 2020


Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Basic Books name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: McCullough, Michael E., author.


Title: The kindness of strangers : how a selfish ape invented a new moral code / Michael McCullough.


Description: First edition. | New York : Basic Books, [2020] | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2019051149 | ISBN 9780465064748 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781541617520 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Kindness. | Social psychology. | Evolution (Biology)


Classification: LCC BJ1533.K5 M38 2020 | DDC 177/.7—c23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019051149ISBNs: 978-0-465-06474-8 (hardcover), 978-1-5416-1752-0 (ebook)


LSC-C


E3-20200409-JV-NF-ORI














To Joel William Michael McCullough
and
To Madeleine Elisabeth McCullough with love.
Where did all the years go?
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Basic Books logo]















CHAPTER 1



A GOLDEN AGE OF COMPASSION


This book is about one of the great zoological wonders of the world. I’m not talking about the tears of the elephant, the smile of the dolphin, the politics of the chimpanzee, the consciousness of the octopus, the peacock’s tail, the kingdom of the ants, or the wisdom of the birds or the bees or the dogs. I’m talking about a scrawny, brainy ape with the habit of helping strangers—often risking time and treasure and occasionally even life and limb to do so. It’s about you and me, and how we treat everybody else. It’s about the kindness of strangers.


When it comes to compassion for strangers, the human species is in a class of its own. Chimpanzees, like humans, regularly help kith and kin, but the number of chimpanzees who dive into swollen rivers to save drowning strangers, or send food to families of needy chimps in Tanzania, or perform weekend volunteer work at chimpanzee retirement homes, is zero. Year after year after year after year (do this 8 million times), no chimpanzee lifts a finger to help a stranger. No less a naturalist than Charles Darwin saw the gulf between humans’ and chimpanzees’ capacity for caring as one of the most blindingly obvious behavioral differences between the two species:




There can be no doubt that the difference between the mind of the lowest man and that of the highest animal is immense. Some apes… might insist that they were ready to aid their fellow-apes of the same troop in many ways, to risk their lives for them, and to take charge of their orphans; but they would be forced to acknowledge that disinterested love for all living creatures, the most noble attribute of man, was quite beyond their comprehension.1





Let’s try to comprehend what the chimpanzees cannot. In contrast to our closest primate cousins, more than 150 people in the United States and nearly 100 in Great Britain donate a kidney to a complete stranger each year.2 The World Holocaust Remembrance Center in Jerusalem honors more than 27,000 non-Jews who risked their lives and their liberty to rescue Jewish people during the Holocaust.3 The Carnegie Corporation has recognized more than 10,000 ordinary Americans who knowingly put themselves in grave danger in order to rescue someone from death. One out of every five of those Carnegie medals was awarded posthumously because the honoree had died while trying to help.4 Most heroes, of course, don’t get a medal at all.


Humans also help strangers in a variety of less heroic ways. In the month after the World Trade Center attacks of September 11, 2001, 40,000 New Yorkers lined up to donate blood.5 Each month, nearly 4 billion adults around the world help a stranger in need, 2.3 billion donate money to a charitable organization, and more than 1.6 billion perform volunteer work.6 Americans alone commit $600 billion worth of cash and volunteer labor annually to organizations that promote health, education, and human welfare.7 Two-thirds of British adults engage in a charitable activity at least once per month.8


Humans’ generous spirit is also revealed by the activities of their governments on behalf of their most vulnerable citizens. On average, the rich nations of the developed world commit 21 percent of their gross domestic incomes (GDIs) to domestic social spending, which includes money for retirement pensions, health insurance, unemployment insurance, family benefits, disability benefits, food subsidies, and housing support, plus an additional 5 percent of their GDIs to education.9 You might not think of domestic social spending as “generosity toward strangers”: after all, we don’t pay our taxes gladly. All the same, until 150 years ago, the notion that the state was responsible for meeting such a broad array of human needs didn’t exist anywhere. Then it existed everywhere.


And let’s not forget the $150 billion worth of official development assistance and humanitarian aid that the world’s governments and nongovernmental agencies share with the world’s neediest countries each year. Sure, these contributions amount to just a fraction of a percent of most donor nations’ GDIs. Even so, $100 billion here, $100 billion there, and pretty soon you’re talking about real money.10


Part of what makes modern generosity toward strangers so remarkable is the seemingly long odds against it. By most scientific accounts, the humans from whom we are descended were fanatically xenophobic, ready to greet needy strangers not with clean water, a hot meal, or a place to lay their heads for the night, but with spears and arrows instead. Just a few days before I sat down to draft these words, in fact, a Christian missionary from the United States was pinioned with arrows by members of a still-uncontacted tribe of hunter-gatherers on Sentinel Island in the Bay of Bengal. Later, the Sentinelese dragged the missionary’s body out to the beach and buried it there. What makes our attitudes toward strangers so different from theirs? Modern humans’ concern for the welfare of perfect strangers has no analog in the rest of the animal kingdom or even in most of our own history as a species. It’s a true one-off. As such, it calls out for a special explanation.


Most modern historians have tried to help us understand the history of human generosity by serving it up one small bite at a time. One historian writes about philanthropy in ancient Athens, another about almsgiving in medieval Europe, another about the Elizabethan Poor Laws of sixteenth-century England, another about the nineteenth-century stirrings of the modern welfare state, and still another about twentieth-century efforts to eliminate poverty from the face of the Earth.


Other scholars, admittedly fewer in number today than a century ago, have sought to explain the rise of generosity as the result of historians’ own version of Adam Smith’s invisible hand: civilization. The Irish historian William Hartpole Lecky was one of the major exponents of the civilizationist theory of moral progress. In Lecky’s view, humanity’s regard for the welfare of strangers resulted from a centuries-long civilizing process in which superstition, xenophobia, and a stultifying satisfaction with the status quo were replaced by reason, cosmopolitanism, and a spirit of experimentation and self-improvement. A widening of the breadth of human charity came along for the ride. As Lecky wrote in his two-volume History of European Morals in 1869, “history tells us that, as civilisation advances, the charity of men becomes at once warmer and more expansive, their habitual conduct both more gentle and more temperate, and their love of truth more sincere.”11 Many other Victorian writers were civilizationists (also known as progressives) as well. Darwin himself was a civilizationist of sorts, as were many of the reformers responsible for the social innovations that we still rely on today to assist strangers.


Despite historians’ many invaluable contributions to our understanding of the kindness of strangers, the one-bite-at-a-timers and the civilizationists alike have committed one important oversight: in their efforts to explain altruism and compassion using the standard tools of the historian, they have failed to grapple with the natural human faculties—our characteristic beliefs, desires, motivations, emotions, and cognitive powers—that were activated on a mass scale by the twists and turns of history to produce the penchant for helping strangers that we indulge today. To quote the cognitive scientist Pascal Boyer, minds make societies.12 Thus, to fully explain how Homo sapiens came to greet needy strangers with compassion rather than cruelty, we have to understand why people believe what they believe, ponder what they ponder, and want what they want—and how they then figure out how to get it. We have to explain how a human mind that is built for a stone-aged world in which strangers were feared and killed can fashion a world for itself in which strangers are respected and assisted.


Complementing the historians’ approach to explaining human generosity is an approach that comes from the evolutionary sciences. For several decades, evolutionary biologists and evolutionary social scientists have been obsessed with humans’ generosity toward strangers, precisely because of its seeming implausibility. How could a penchant for wasting valuable resources on complete strangers evolve? After all, natural selection runs on reproductive fitness, and reproductive fitness runs on resources, so the more resources you keep for yourself, the better. Wouldn’t evolution punish people who got into the habit of giving stuff away to nobody in particular?


Among modern Darwinians, explanations for generosity toward strangers come in two forms. First, there are those who argue that strangers were a prominent feature of the ancestral human environment, and that our ancestors in fact were able to obtain better Darwinian fitness by helping them. According to proponents of this “stranger-adaptation” hypothesis, we help strangers in the modern world because evolution designed us specifically to do so, circuitous though that design process must have been.


Second, there are those who argue that generosity toward strangers is merely a by-product of evolved instincts for taking care of our friends and relatives. When we help strangers in the modern world, these scholars argue, we are following ancient rules of thumb that worked well enough in a world in which meeting someone for the first time was a reasonably good indicator that you’d meet them again in the future (at which point they would have the opportunity to return your kindness). They argue further that in our modern world, those ancient rules of thumb cause us to mistakenly help strangers whom we will never meet again, which in the eyes of natural selection really does amount to throwing your help away. The biologist Richard Dawkins refers to these modern-day errors of altruism as blessed mistakes:




An intelligent couple can read their Darwin and know that the ultimate reason for their [sexual] urges is procreation. They know that the woman cannot conceive because she is on the pill. Yet they find that their sexual desire is in no way diminished by that knowledge. Sexual desire is sexual desire and its force, in an individual’s psychology, is independent of the ultimate Darwinian pressure that drove it. It is a strong urge which exists independently of its ultimate rationale.


I am suggesting that the same is true of the urge to kindness—to altruism, to generosity, to empathy, to pity. In ancestral times, we had the opportunity to be altruistic only towards close kin and potential reciprocators. Nowadays that restriction is no longer there, but the rule of thumb persists. Why would it not? It is just like sexual desire. We can no more help ourselves feeling pity when we see a weeping unfortunate (who is unrelated and unable to reciprocate) than we can help ourselves feeling lust for a member of the opposite sex (who may be infertile or otherwise unable to reproduce). Both are misfirings, Darwinian mistakes: blessed, precious mistakes.13





Despite the differences between the stranger-adaptationists and the blessed-mistakers, members of both evolutionary camps end up predicting that humans will display an abiding interest in the welfare of strangers—either because we were in a profound sense designed to care about strangers or because the ubiquity of strangers in our daily lives causes us to mistake them (unconsciously) for friends and loved ones. We can no more stop ourselves from wanting to help strangers in need, if the evolutionists are right, than we can stop our stomachs from growling when we’re hungry.


These evolutionary explanations have their own blind spots, albeit different ones from those of the historian. The weakness of the stranger-adaptationists’ approach is its inability to account for the reams of empirical evidence that our minds are actually quite poorly designed for motivating us to look after the welfare of strangers. The research indicates instead that our intuitive interest in the welfare of strangers—particularly when weighed against the strength of our intuitive interest in our own welfare, as well as the welfare of our friends and loved ones—is fickle, reluctant, and easily distracted. The evidence that evolution has tuned our minds for active concern for the welfare of strangers, as we will soon see, is thin indeed.


Additionally, the blessed-mistakers’ argument that compassion for strangers is the result of the cognitive systems that motivate us to care about family and friends must contend with an important principle of natural selection: those cognitive systems are likely to contain sophisticated fail-safes and identity-verification procedures that are designed to prevent us from helping strangers “by accident.” Mistakes are costly—even the blessed ones—so natural selection designed us to avoid those mistakes whenever possible. And as we will see, we do try to avoid them whenever possible. Yes, we evolved to help our kin, but we also evolved to be able to distinguish kin from non-kin. And yes, we evolved to help people who would likely help us in return in the future, but as an appurtenance to that faculty, we also evolved to be able to distinguish people who are likely to reciprocate from those who aren’t. Our evolved social instincts and sympathies are highly relevant to understanding the kindness of strangers, but stranger-adaptation and blessed-mistake theories are too simplistic.


Many evolutionary perspectives on generosity toward strangers also fail to take recent human history seriously enough, no doubt because evolutionists are primarily interested in natural selection, which needs eons to create complex functional design. As a result, they don’t spend enough time considering the causal pathways by which our generosity toward strangers has effloresced over the past ten thousand years.


Finally, evolutionists also tend to overlook two important mental faculties. The first is our ability to follow our incentives. Like other animals, we can track the paths of action that will lead us to the things we care about—food, shelter, clothing, fame, a city free of disease and crime, a prosperous national economy, fidelity to our ethical convictions, a meaningful life. We can then construct courses of action that will lead us closer to those things we desire. Second, and relatedly, modern evolutionists often overlook our capacity for reason. Humans evolved both to produce reasons—that is, to offer justifications for their beliefs and convictions—and to process reasons—that is, to evaluate the justifications that others offer for their beliefs and convictions. For too long, evolutionists have been allergic to psychological explanations for behavior that rely on seemingly general-purpose cognitive abilities such as “tracking incentives” and “reasoning.” However, as we will see, these faculties are indispensable for a complete account of our concern for strangers today.14 You just can’t explain it without them.


Fittingly enough, it was Darwin himself who fashioned our social instincts and our intellective powers into a scientific explanation for the vast expansion of human concern over the past ten millennia. “Any animal whatsoever, endowed with well-marked social instincts, the parental and filial affections being here included,” Darwin began,




would inevitably acquire a moral sense or conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers had become as well, or nearly as well developed, as in man. For, firstly, the social instincts lead an animal to take pleasure in the society of its fellows, to feel a certain amount of sympathy for them, and to perform various services for them.… But these feelings are by no means extended to all the individuals of the same species, only to those of the same association.15





Darwin surmised further that those “well-marked social instincts” that motivate our concern for kith, kin, and compatriots, in spite of their parochiality, were recruited into service more recently in human history to promote our regard for the welfare of all of humanity. And it was our capacity for reasoning, he averred, that did the recruiting:




As man advances in civilization, and small tribes are united into larger communities, the simplest reason would tell each individual that he ought to extend his social instincts and sympathies to all the members of the same nation, though personally unknown to him. This point being once reached, there is only an artificial barrier to prevent his sympathies extending to men of all nations and races.16





Later in the same chapter from his 1871 book The Descent of Man, Darwin drove his argument home again, almost apologetically, as if he were worried that he had begun to beat a dead horse:




The moral sense perhaps affords the best and highest distinction between man and the lower animals; but I need say nothing on this head, as I have so lately endeavoured to shew that the social instincts—the prime example of man’s moral constitution—with the aid of active intellectual powers and the effects of habit, naturally lead to the golden rule, “As ye would that men should do to you, do ye to them likewise”; and this lies at the foundation of morality.17





The argument I tender in this book is similar to Darwin’s own, and it is a straightforward one. I argue that the kindness of strangers is built upon a surprisingly small number—four, in fact—of our evolved human instincts. These include two of the instincts that Darwin called our “social instincts”—our instinct for helping others in hopes of receiving help in return, and our instinct for helping others in pursuit of glory—as well as the instincts Darwin called our “active intellectual powers,” especially our ability to track incentives and our capacity for reason.


I argue further that the kindness of strangers emerged over the past ten millennia through seven different confrontations with mass suffering, and the solutions that our social instincts and our active intellective powers commended as solutions to those confrontations. To be sure, those seven historical encounters with want and woe engaged our basic social instincts—we helped in search of return favors and in search of glory—but they also engaged our ability to figure out what is important to us and our ability to reason our way to plans for how to obtain what is important to us. In short, our ancestors’ encounters with mass suffering created threats and opportunities to which they applied their powers of reasoning to figure out how best to respond. And those responses turned out to be compassionate ones.


Although our social instincts and our capacity for reason furnished us with the desire to care about strangers, I argue that it was progress in three human endeavors—technology, science, and trade—that furnished us with the ability to care. We have Carnegie Heroes, Holocaust Rescuers, and anonymous kidney donors; we devote effort and resources to looking after the poor in our own countries; and we reach across seas, across borders, and even across generations to ease strangers’ burdens not only because we want to, but also because we can.


In the upcoming chapter, I begin to lay out this argument by introducing the psychological obstacles that prevent us from taking an intuitive interest in the welfare of strangers. Without conscious, deliberative effort, the research from social and cognitive psychology shows, the human mind is breathtakingly insensate to the welfare of strangers. If natural selection really did design our minds to motivate us to care about strangers, as the stranger-adaptationists assert, then it must have been some pretty shoddy design work.


In Chapters 3 through 6, I will introduce you to those “social instincts and sympathies” that Darwin surmised to be the raw materials out of which our compassion for the distant stranger was fashioned. In the modern language of cognitive science and evolutionary psychology, these instincts and sympathies are the products of evolved cognitive systems—little computational devices that exist in our brains as networks of neurons and synapses—that natural selection fashioned in order to motivate us to care about our friends, our relatives, and our compatriots. I begin in Chapter 3 with a cook’s tour of natural selection. In Chapters 4 through 6, I explore what those Darwinian social instincts and sympathies can offer to help us explain the kindness of strangers. As these chapters will show, and contrary to what Darwin seems to have surmised, it’s only a small number of our “social instincts and sympathies” that actually make a difference.


From Chapters 7 through 13, each chapter is devoted to one of the seven confrontations with mass suffering that compelled our ancestors to think about the needs of strangers and how they should respond to them. Through this ten-thousand-year history of human compassion, I will show you how our social instincts and sympathies, along with our capacity for reason, interacted to produce the innovations and institutions that we still turn to today.


In Chapter 14, the book’s final chapter, I’ll weave the natural history and the human history back together, describing the instincts, the reasons, and the progress in technology, science, and trade that have conspired over the past ten millennia to create humanity’s compassion for humankind.















CHAPTER 2



ADAM SMITH’S LITTLE FINGER


Are humans hardwired to care about strangers? Glancing over my bookshelves, titles such as Born to Be Good, The Compassionate Instinct, and The Altruistic Brain remind me that many of my scientific colleagues answer this question with a resounding yes. Each of these books, in its own unique way, teaches that the animal designated Homo sapiens has evolved for compassion. Caring about strangers is just part of who we are. If it doesn’t come effortlessly, all it takes is some patience and some practice. Attend a workshop. Volunteer at a homeless shelter, so you can see the face of destitution. Read some fiction, so you can learn how to empathize. Meditate. Compassion is inside of you. You just need to coax it out.


These days, many social scientists are positively exuberant about our innate potential for generosity toward strangers. Their optimistic outlook on the kindness of strangers reminds me of a story I’ve heard on many occasions. Perhaps you know it as well.


The parable of the Good Samaritan, from the Christian New Testament, is a story Jesus tells after being confronted by one of the local religious scholars who is trying to get the better of him. The scholar challenges Jesus to explain what the biblical commandment to “love your neighbor as yourself” actually means. Jesus replies with a story:




“A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him. The next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.’


“Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”


The expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.”


Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”1





The parable of the Good Samaritan is nothing if not optimistic about the human potential for compassion. “Open your mind. Drop your prejudices. Reach out. You can do this.”


But there is a competing parable bouncing around out there, of more recent vintage. You’ve probably heard this one as well. It comes our way from two New York Times reporters who wrote about the sexual assault and murder in 1964 of a young woman named Catherine “Kitty” Genovese. The Genovese case became a national sensation not because of Genovese’s death, exactly, or even because of the viciousness of the attack, but because of the supposed apathy of the witnesses from a nearby apartment building, who knew something was amiss down at street level, yet did nothing to help her. Two weeks after the murder, Martin Gansberg wrote a Times piece about the people who saw the murder:




For more than half an hour 38 respectable, law-abiding citizens in Queens watched a killer stalk and stab a woman in three separate attacks in Kew Gardens. Twice, the sound of their voices and the sudden glow of their bedroom lights interrupted him and frightened him off. Each time he returned, sought her out and stabbed her again. Not one person telephoned the police during the assault; one witness called after the woman was dead.2





Later that year, a second Times reporter named Abe Rosenthal wrote Thirty-Eight Witnesses, a book in which he decried the witnesses’ apathy and lamented what it seemed to reveal about human nature:




She died in the early hours of March 13, 1964, outside the small apartment house in Queens where she lived as neighbors heard her scream her last half hour away and did nothing, nothing at all, to give her succor or even cry alarm.… A great many hard things have been said about these thirty-eight, and I am sure they are bewildered, and I know they are resentful. But it is important to say this—that what they did happens every night, in every city. The terror of the story of Catherine Genovese is simply that by happenstance all thirty-eight did that night what each alone might have done any night without the city having known, or cared.3





No Good Samaritans showed up to help. At least, that’s how the parable of the thirty-eight witnesses goes. In fact, a few of the thirty-eight did try to help. Enough people called down from their windows to scare the assailant away following his first attack. Several people actually did call the police. One neighbor even rushed down to try to help Genovese as she lay dying. The thirty-eight witnesses hadn’t been as apathetic as Gansberg and Rosenthal made them out to be. Even so, the Genovese story has been immortalized in books and films as a watchword for human indifference. The parable of Catherine “Kitty” Genovese, if not the actual facts of the case, features in virtually every social psychology textbook of the past half-century.4


The parable of the Good Samaritan and the parable of the thirty-eight witnesses could not be more different from each other in what they say about human compassion, but they do have one feature in common: both remind us that there are strangers out there who could use our help. But are we Good Samaritans, or are we unresponsive bystanders? Once we have stripped away any illusions we might be harboring about the basic human potential for kindness, what will we find?



THE CYNICAL MR. SMITH


Ambrose Bierce, the author in 1906 of the satirical Devil’s Dictionary, defined a cynic as “a blackguard [dishonorable man] whose faulty vision sees things as they are and not as they ought to be.” Bierce’s cynic dispenses with comforting, idealistic fictions in order to see reality for what it actually is. If that’s a cynic, then few philosophers have been as cynical about humans’ intuitive regard for perfect strangers as the Scottish philosopher Adam Smith.


If you’re like most people, you are familiar with Adam Smith because of his best-known book, The Wealth of Nations, first published in 1776. In his own time, however, Smith was at least as famous for a 1759 book, called The Theory of Moral Sentiments, that was dedicated to exploring the psychological foundations of our moral judgments. Much of Smith’s impact on the field of psychology today came from the attention he paid to sympathy as the emotion that activates our concern for others’ well-being. Without sympathy, Smith thought, humans’ natural regard for others—particularly absolute strangers—was ludicrously outmatched by self-love:




To the selfish and original passions of human nature, the loss or gain of a very small interest of our own, appears to be of vastly more importance, excites a much more passionate joy or sorrow, a much more ardent desire or aversion, than the greatest concern of another with whom we have no particular connexion. His interests, as long as they are surveyed from this station, can never be put into the balance with our own, can never restrain us from doing, whatever may tend to promote our own, how ruinous soever to him.5





For his skeptical readers who wanted to hang onto their un-Bierceian illusions about humans’ innate concern for the welfare of strangers, Smith offered a thought experiment:




Let us suppose that the great empire of China, with all its myriads of inhabitants, was suddenly swallowed up by an earthquake, and let us consider how a man of humanity in Europe, who had no sort of connexion with that part of the world, would be affected upon receiving intelligence of this dreadful calamity. He would, I imagine, first of all, express very strongly his sorrow for the misfortune of that unhappy people, he would make many melancholy reflections upon the precariousness of human life, and the vanity of all the labours of man, which could thus be annihilated in a moment. He would too, perhaps, if he was a man of speculation, enter into many reasonings concerning the effects which this disaster might produce upon the commerce of Europe, and the trade and business of the world in general. And when all this fine philosophy was over, when all these humane sentiments had been once fairly expressed, he would pursue his business or his pleasure, take his repose or his diversion, with the same ease and tranquillity, as if no such accident had happened. The most frivolous disaster which could befal himself would occasion a more real disturbance. If he was to lose his little finger to-morrow, he would not sleep to-night; but, provided he never saw them, he will snore with the most profound security over the ruin of a hundred millions of his brethren, and the destruction of that immense multitude seems plainly an object less interesting to him, than this paltry misfortune of his own.6





Was Smith right to be such a cynic about selflessness? Would we really be more concerned about the integrity of our fifth digits than by news of one hundred million crushed and swallowed-up strangers? To answer such questions head-on, we don’t need to content ourselves with waffling, bet-hedging, difference-splitting, parables, or even the psychological insights of a wig-wearing Scotsman from the eighteenth century. Instead, we can evaluate Smith’s cynicism in the light of fifty years of scientific research. On the basis of this evidence, I’ll argue that Smith got it largely right: each of us is Smith’s man or woman of humanity. Our “humanity” (by which he meant something like education and refinement) makes us good at philosophizing about the plights of strangers, expressing our concern, and contemplating the fragility of life, but whatever those deep thoughts and solemn pronouncements are actually about, they cannot be counted on to motivate effective action on others’ behalf. The mind, it seems, just doesn’t work that way. Better news awaits in later chapters, but let’s first try to see human nature through the faulty vision that sees things as they really are.


THE LIMITS OF ATTENTION


Many people have a story like this one, I suspect: A few years ago, I was having dinner with my family at an outdoor restaurant. After we finished eating, my wife took our kids to get some candy at a store down the street. I chatted with my father-in-law while we finished our drinks. Fifteen minutes later, my wife returned with a pressing question:


“Did the lady get her bag back?”


“Did what lady get her bag back?”


“The lady!”


“What lady?”


“That lady! The one over there who just got robbed?!”


“We didn’t see it.”


“What do you mean you didn’t see it?”


My incredulous wife pointed in the direction of the security guard, not twenty feet from where we sat, who was taking a report from a woman whose purse had evidently been snatched from her shoulder as we were sitting nearby. We had been oblivious to the entire event, including the woman’s repeated calls for help, the mall cop on his scooter, and the several bystanders who ran off to catch the culprit.


We missed it all. My father-in-law and I weren’t trying to tune out the woman’s plight. It’s just that our attentional resources were too tied up in talk about craft beers to tune her in.


Are you paying attention? It’s a wonder if you are because the number of other things you could be paying attention to at this very moment is staggering. The music in the background, the rattling motorcycle outside, every single feature of every single object in your field of view, your tennis elbow, the nail pops in the drywall, the blood pressure in your ears, the aftertaste of coffee, your caffeinated hand tremors, the whispered gossip, the whirring hard drive, your dysfunctional self-talk, the weight of the eyeglasses on the bridge of your nose—is somebody making popcorn? There’s simply too much going on out there for our minds to process even a fraction of it. As a result, we unconsciously make hard choices about where to focus our attention. Attention is a spotlight that illuminates a single feature of the world around us to the neglect of all the others.


We can also shine that attentional spotlight inward onto our own mental processes. When we are trying to accomplish a goal, for instance, we focus the spotlight on the goal itself and the tasks we must perform in the service of fulfilling it. As we do so, however, we reduce the reservoir of attention that is available for observing other potentially interesting features of the world. The result is a phenomenon that scientists call inattentional blindness. When people narrow their attention to a single task or goal, they lose the ability to notice even highly unusual features of the environment, including purse-snatchings, clowns on unicycles, dollar bills literally hanging from the trees, and chest-pounding gorillas that walk through the middle of basketball games.7


In one revealing demonstration of inattentional blindness, the psychologist Christopher Chabris and his colleagues asked twenty people to take a nighttime run behind another jogger. During the brief run, they were supposed to count the number of times the lead jogger touched his head. Unbeknownst to the participants, the researchers had staged an assault. Just off to the side of the trail, two men faked an attack against another man as the joggers went by. At the end of the experiment, only seven of the twenty participants reported having noticed the incident. For the others, focusing on the lead jogger’s head-touches created an inattentional blindness for a stranger in danger.


To make sure it wasn’t the nighttime conditions that prevented people from noticing the attack, the researchers repeated the experiment in the daytime. They also varied the difficulty of the head-touch-counting task. One-third of the participants were told to follow along behind the jogger as before, keeping track of the number of times he touched his head. Only 56 percent of people in this condition reported noticing the assault. Another set of participants was told to follow along behind the jogger, but they were not given any further instructions: 72 percent of those participants reported noticing the assault. And in a third condition designed to make inattentional blindness even worse, participants were told to keep two counts: one of the number of times the jogger touched his head with his right hand, and another of the number of times he touched his head with his left hand. Among these participants, only 42 percent noticed the assault. Other researchers have shown that playing with your cell phone causes the same sort of inattentional blindness to others’ needs. Our attention is a limited resource: there’s just not enough to go around.8


It would be a poor design for a human mind if there was not some way for us to monitor the world for important information—even when most of our attention was being devoted to the tasks currently on our plate (such as beer banter or running totals of head-touches). And indeed, scientists have identified a few kinds of information that are good at capturing our attention even when we’re wrapped up in something else. Hearing or seeing our own names, for example, tends to capture our attention. Our attention is also readily captured by images of objects that belong to us. The names of friends, family members, and loved ones can also capture our attention (though less often than our own names do). Indeed, so many basic cognitive processes (including attention, perception, awareness, memory, learning, and decision-making) are made more efficient by making them about “me” or “mine” that it’s hard to think of one that isn’t.9


Our attention can also be captured by features of the environment that are relevant to important goals we’ve had to temporarily put on hold: if you’re really hungry, for example, but you are trying to ignore your hunger while finishing up some work, food-relevant stimuli (for example, food-related pictures that might pop up on the Internet) will automatically pull your attention away from the task at hand. Also, like Pavlov’s dogs, our attention can be pulled away by a sight or sound that we’ve come to associate with rewards.10


Taking stock of what we know about inattentional blindness and attentional capture, it is fair to say that attention is a self-centered faculty. It loves to illuminate our goals, our needs, our friends, our loved ones, our beers, our conversations, our little fingers. But the welfare of strangers? Not so much. Lifeguards, firefighters, and Superman use their attentional resources to search for strangers in need. The rest of us, for the most part, use our attention to look out for Number One. There’s nothing to feel guilty about. It’s just the way attention works. I’ve even stopped beating myself up for my obliviousness to the Case of the Purloined Handbag.



THE LIMITS OF EMPATHY


In the parable of the Good Samaritan, the Samaritan doesn’t just notice the injured stranger and then immediately set to work helping him sort out his problems: between the noticing and the helping, the Good Samaritan “takes pity” on the injured stranger. The Greek word for pity here is splagchnizomai, which loosely translates as “to feel compassion in one’s guts.” It was the Samaritan’s gut-sight, not his eyesight, that made him a Good Samaritan.


Like the writer of the Good Samaritan parable, scholars through the centuries have taken it for granted that this emotion plays a critical role in generating the motivation to help others, including strangers. The eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume thought sympathy converted our ideas about someone else’s suffering into impressions (which today we would call feelings) that were consistent with the suffering person’s misery:




It is indeed evident, that when we sympathize with the passions and sentiments of others, these movements appear at first in our mind as mere ideas, and are conceived to belong to another person, as we conceive any other matter of fact. It is also evident, that the ideas of the affections of others are converted into the very impressions they represent, and that the passions arise in conformity to the images we form of them. All this is an object of the plainest experience, and depends not on any hypothesis of philosophy.11





According to Hume, the source of our motivation for helping needy others is crystal clear: when you learn of someone’s problems, you experience that perception as a mere idea, but when you attach sympathy to that idea, it becomes a feeling. Suddenly, as if by alchemy, you begin to want for the victim what she wants for herself: her purse back, someone to cheer her up, a place to hide from her violent spouse, a high-tech prosthetic limb, the American Dream, justice, a life preserver, a loving home. Sympathy turns lifeless ideas about people’s needs into lively desires to help them.


In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Adam Smith developed Hume’s theory of sympathy further:




Pity and compassion are words appropriated to signify our fellow-feeling with the sorrow of others. Sympathy, though its meaning was, perhaps, originally the same, may now, however, without much impropriety, be made use of to denote our fellow-feeling with any passion whatever.





Sympathy, or rather, compassion (which, according to Smith, is just sympathy in its misery-congruent form), was so important to Smith’s theorizing about our ability to treat each other kindly that he opened The Theory of Moral Sentiments by marveling at its wondrous effects:




How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it. Of this kind is pity or compassion, the emotion which we feel for the misery of others, when we either see it, or are made to conceive it in a very lively manner.12





Pity, compassion, sympathy, empathy, fellow-feeling—feel free to add your own synonym here—are all regarded by many people as interchangeable terms for a deep reservoir of concern for others’ well-being, a precious natural resource that we need to cultivate and protect.13 Today these terms do have slightly different connotations, but it was not until the early 1900s that scholars began to make really fine-grained distinctions. What Smith and other writers in the 1700s called “sympathy” later became “empathy,” particularly as psychologists became more and more interested in the phenomenon. By the 2000s, when a journalist asked the primatologist Frans de Waal what he would change about human nature if he “were God,” de Waal offered this answer: “Empathy for ‘other people’ is the one commodity the world is lacking more than oil.… If I were God, I’d work on the reach of empathy.”14


Like de Waal, the social theorist Jeremy Rifkin sees a broadening of empathy as our best hope for solving humanity’s biggest problems:




The task before the human race is daunting. For the first time, we have to defy our own history as a species and create a new, more interdependent civilization that consumes less rather than more energy, but in a way that allows empathy to continue to mature and global consciousness to expand until we have filled the earth with our compassion and grace rather than our spent energy.15





De Waal and Rifkin both have a lot riding on empathy. They’re looking to empathy not only to save us from ourselves, but to save the Earth as well. Like our attentional faculties, however, empathy has limitations that caution us not to place too much hope in it.16


Empathy, like attention, was almost surely not designed by natural selection to motivate us to take an interest in the welfare of human strangers—never mind nonhuman animals and entire planets. Indeed, virtually every scientist who has thought deeply about the evolutionary origins of empathy understands that it probably evolved to motivate us to assist our nearest and dearest—family and friends.17 The bright side, as Hume noted, is that we can be quite good at sympathizing with friends, loved ones, and countrymen:




Accordingly we find, that where, beside the general resemblance of our natures, there is any peculiar similarity in our manners, or character, or country, or language, it facilitates the sympathy.… The sentiments of others have little influence, when far removed from us, and require the relation of contiguity, to make them communicate themselves entirely. The relations of blood, being a species of causation, may sometimes contribute to the same effect; as also acquaintance, which operates in the same manner with education and custom.… All these relations, when united together, convey the impression or consciousness of our own person to the idea of the sentiments or passions of others, and makes us conceive them in the strongest and most lively manner.18





But sympathy—or empathy—has its limits. Natural selection favors the evolution of mental faculties that are highly specialized for solving particular cognitive problems; as a consequence, those mental faculties tend to be rather clunky at solving problems they weren’t designed to solve. If empathy exists to motivate us to care for the near and dear, the principle of specialization should lead us to suspect that empathy won’t be so great at motivating care for strangers. And the stranger they are, the less empathy we should be able to muster for them. Again, Hume: “Sympathy, we shall allow, is much fainter than our concern for ourselves, and sympathy with persons remote from us much fainter than that with persons near and contiguous.”19


The implication is that empathy for absolute strangers should be a bit like the Loch Ness monster: much discussed but seldom seen.


Daniel Batson, a social psychologist, is the Sherlock Holmes of altruism. He has spent the past four decades trying to answer a straightforward question: Do people ever help others out of genuine concern for their welfare? Or is the help we extend to others always motivated by selfish concerns, no matter how cleverly hidden (even from ourselves) those selfish concerns might be? Batson suspects that humans really do have the potential for altruistic concern, and that it can be roused by empathy. He formalized his hunch in what he calls the “empathy-altruism hypothesis.” Altruism-skeptics disagree with Batson and maintain instead that empathy always motivates helping for selfish reasons rather than altruistic ones. So who’s right, Batson or the altruism-skeptics?


Using careful laboratory experiments, Batson has used Sherlock Holmes’s own method of investigation to determine whether empathy leads to altruistic motivation: the process of elimination. “Look,” one altruism-skeptic might say. “I don’t think this thing you call altruistic motivation is altruistic at all. Of course people who feel empathy for someone in trouble try to help, but all they are really trying to do is relieve their own emotional distress. Empathy makes us try to help needy people because needy people make us feel uncomfortable, and we don’t like feeling uncomfortable.” If our altruism-skeptic is right, then the empathy-helping relationship merely reflects a selfish desire to avoid discomfort, even though it masquerades as virtue.


Batson has dealt with the many self-centered alternatives to his empathy-altruism hypothesis one at a time. If people persist in trying to help a stranger when every conceivable self-centered motivation has been ruled out (for example, the motivation to avoid personal distress, or to avoid guilt, or to appear morally righteous), then the only possible explanation for their persistence, however improbable, is that they wanted to improve the needy stranger’s life—that is, that they were altruistically motivated.20


Four decades and dozens of experiments later, Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis appears to be in good shape. Because empathically aroused people persist in trying to help a needy stranger even when they could fulfill a competing, self-centered goal by not helping, it would seem that helping the stranger is precisely what they are seeking to accomplish. We can conclude, therefore, that empathy elicits altruistic motivation.21 Isn’t this the evidence we’re looking for if we want to know whether human empathy is designed well for motivating us to help strangers in crisis?


Not exactly. In the real world, we don’t go around imagining how we might feel if we had to walk a mile in the shoes of every needy stranger we come across, as the subjects in Batson’s experiments were instructed to do. If we did, we would never get anything else done: so many people, so little time. In the real world, we rarely bother even trying to feel empathy for anyone unless we value their welfare in the first place. Even Batson conceded as much:




One often hears lip service paid to valuing all human life or to valuing the welfare of all humanity, but most of us place different value on the welfare of different others. We value the welfare of some highly and some very little. We may even negatively value the welfare of a person we don’t like, such as a rival or enemy.


If we place little value on the welfare of someone we perceive to be in need, we aren’t likely to think about how this person is affected by the need, except perhaps as a clue to how we might control his or her behavior. We may understand what this person needs, but we don’t care. It provides no basis for feeling empathic concern.22





And even when we do try to imagine what it would be like to walk a mile in a stranger’s shoes—for example, by deliberately trying to see things from her perspective—the mind doesn’t always cooperate by producing empathy in response. The psychologist William McAuliffe, who worked in my laboratory during his graduate school years at the University of Miami, spearheaded a project with me and some of the other students in my lab that brings this truth into fine relief. The project involved a systematic quantitative examination, called a meta-analysis, of other scientists’ previous experimental evaluations of whether perspective-taking promotes empathy. In each of the experiments we examined, researchers had tried either to encourage people to empathize with a needy stranger, by using explicit instructions to adopt her perspective, or else tried to deter people from empathizing, by using explicit instructions to avoid thinking about the needy person’s feelings. Our meta-analysis revealed that deliberately taking the needy stranger’s perspective does not, in fact, boost empathy for her. Trying to remain objective while considering the stranger’s plight does reduce empathy for her, however. We found the exact same result in one of our own experiments, which at the time of this writing is still the biggest experiment on the empathy-altruism hypothesis ever conducted. Evidently, it is easier to squelch our empathy for strangers than it is to boost it.23


Recent neuroscientific evidence gets to the heart of the matter. Some researchers think, à la David Hume and Adam Smith, that we come to understand the feelings of others by watching their behavior, simulating that behavior in our own minds as if we were behaving in the same way ourselves, and then monitoring the feelings that arise from that mental simulation. The sequence might work like this: I see that my good friend Harrison (I don’t actually have any friends named Harrison, though it might be nice if I did) is sobbing over the defeat of his favorite soccer team, which causes me to mentally simulate the act of sobbing in response to that defeat. Based on this simulation, I formulate a guess about how I would feel if I really were sobbing, and then I use this guess to infer how Harrison himself—the person who actually is crying—must be feeling. It’s a nice little hypothesis for how empathy might arise in the human mind. The problem with this hypothesis, however, is that the parts of the brain that enable us to simulate the feelings of others are scarcely even turned on by strangers in need. It’s as if we were not even motivated to go to the trouble of trying to simulate their feelings in the first place.


An experiment by the psychologist Meghan Meyer and her colleagues illustrates this phenomenon quite nicely. Meyer and her team had people watch either a friend or a stranger play a computerized game of catch called “Cyberball” with two other anonymous players. (To get a sense of what Cyberball is like, imagine throwing a Frisbee with a couple of people at the park. Now imagine that they simply stop throwing to you after ten turns. That’s it—no more Frisbee for you, no reason given. Cyberball has become the standard method for studying social exclusion in the lab.24) The researchers found that participants felt more empathy when they were observing a friend who had been excluded from Cyberball than when they were observing a stranger who had been excluded.


What’s more, when the friend was excluded, the regions of the brain that are involved in the experience of physical pain were activated; when it was the stranger who was excluded, however, those regions were quiet.25 Similar studies have shown that this so-called pain network in the brain becomes activated when people observe other people in pain who are from their own racial groups, but not when they are from other racial groups.26 Taken together, these results indicate that, in a very real sense, we feel the pain of our friends, loved ones, and compatriots much more strongly than we feel the pain of strangers and outsiders.


Depressed yet? Stay with me a little longer because there are two more reasons to be depressed about empathy. The first is this: however difficult it might be to empathize with single, identifiable strangers, it’s even more difficult to empathize with groups of needy strangers. As the psychologist Paul Bloom put it, empathy is “parochial, narrow-minded, and innumerate”—that is, it does not increase as the number of people involved increases.27


The second reason to be depressed is that people tend to actively avoid experiencing empathy for strangers—precisely because they know it will goad them into trying to help people they don’t actually care about.28 I am writing these words around the winter holidays. When I go by the grocery store this afternoon, I will encounter a Salvation Army bell-ringer who will ask me to make a donation to help the poor and needy. If I’m in the right mindset, I will experience this opportunity as a duty, an honor, or perhaps even a pleasure. More likely, though, I’ll view it simply as a hassle that I need to negotiate on the way to picking up a quart of egg nog.


One way I might try to negotiate my bell-ringer’s dilemma is by preventing myself from experiencing any empathy in the first place. One ingenious group of researchers performed experiments with grocery-store bell-ringers that enabled them to study this form of empathy avoidance. They found that about 14 percent of people made a contribution when directly asked (their average contribution was $1.69). Another 33 percent of people, however, literally went out of their way—by using a much less convenient door into the store—to avoid the bell-ringer entirely. The remaining half of shoppers simply went through the most convenient entry and ignored the bell-ringer’s request completely.29 Far from running toward opportunities to flex our empathy muscles for distant others, most of us choose instead to avoid or ignore them.


Not only is it the case, then, that our “sympathy with persons remote from us [is] much fainter than that with persons near and contiguous,” as Hume intuited, but our species’ tendency toward xenophobia and groupishness is strong enough to quench empathy before it really even has a chance to get going. None of this is our fault. It’s just how empathy works.


FORMAT ERROR


Formatting problems are a bane of all information-processing systems: if the information you feed into the system isn’t in the right format, the system can’t read it. This is why Microsoft Word is helpless to read the information contained, say, in a PDF document, unless you specify the PDF document’s format (it’s written in PDFese, not Wordish) in advance. Likewise, your vision system is helpless to decode the information contained in the air pressure waves that your auditory system decodes effortlessly, and the information in the molecules that hit the taste buds on your tongue is gobbledygook to your auditory system: wrong format.


All cognitive systems, even the more complex ones that govern how we treat each other, are format-sensitive. That format sensitivity allows these systems to excel at extremely specialized tasks, but that specialization comes at a cost: a specialized system cannot read perfectly useful information that comes in a language it wasn’t designed to understand. This is a real problem for the kindness of strangers because the people around the world who are in the greatest need of our help are people whom we will never meet face to face, and face-to-face contact is the informational format that these systems evolved to read most proficiently.


The ethicist Peter Singer has a nice thought experiment for demonstrating how finicky our minds can be about the format in which news of other people’s plights reaches us:




On your way to work, you pass a small pond. On hot days, children sometimes play in the pond, which is only about knee-deep. The weather’s cool today, though, and the hour is early, so you are surprised to see a child splashing about in the pond. As you get closer, you see that it is a very young child, just a toddler, who is flailing about, unable to stay upright or walk out of the pond. You look for the parents or babysitter, but there is no one else around. The child is unable to keep his head above the water for more than a few seconds at a time. If you don’t wade in and pull him out, he seems likely to drown. Wading in is easy and safe, but you will ruin the new shoes you bought only a few days ago, and get your suit wet and muddy. By the time you hand the child over to someone responsible for him, and change your clothes, you’ll be late for work. What should you do?30





Singer wrote that he regularly poses this thought experiment to his students, and that most of them immediately conclude that they have a moral responsibility to help the drowning child. Singer presses his students: “What about your shoes? And being late for work?” The students stand their ground: “How could anyone consider a pair of shoes, or missing an hour or two at work, a good reason for not saving a child’s life?”31


It is easy for us to muster the motivation to leap to the drowning child’s rescue because the information about the child’s need arrives to our evolved caregiving systems in the right format: little arms flail, a thin voice cries for help, two eyes widen with terror, the top of a tiny head disappears below the waterline. When news about another person’s dire straits are formatted in flesh and blood, our caregiving responses are speedy, intuitive, and effortless.


But what if the person in need is merely a notional stranger, someone whose misery you encounter only as part of a statistic or a viral news story? As Singer pointed out, we make all kinds of excuses for why we’re not required to help these notional strangers: We assert that helping far-flung strangers is a matter of personal beliefs rather than duty, or that we have a right to decide how to spend the money we have earned, or that we are already doing enough. We tell ourselves that philanthropic activities delay the political changes that would enable poor countries to solve their own problems, or that helping the poor breeds idle dependency. We think about how one person’s contributions are too small to make a meaningful difference. The list of objections goes on and on.32


Adam Smith’s hypothetical man of humanity, who lamented the earthquake-related deaths of so many innocent people in China, certainly did not learn of China’s devastation as an eyewitness. Instead, he learned about the earthquake from an article in the newspaper, or as a rumor from a friend. News about the suffering of notional strangers, whether formatted as column-inches of newspaper print, as banter in a Glasgow coffee house, or as a trending story on social media, cannot activate humans’ natural concern for others. As a result, Smith’s man of humanity would “snore with the most profound security” after getting the news from China—even when the prospect of a pinky amputation at sunrise would leave him agonizing all night long.33


Here’s a potential workaround for our format-insensitivity to the plights of notional strangers: What if you try to create a mental picture of 1,000 Wembley Stadiums full of Chinese earthquake victims? Or what if you try to visualize five Wembley Stadiums to hold the nearly 450,000 children who are going to die of malaria this year? Does the picture you created with your mind’s eye move you any more than the mere verbal proposition of 450,000 childhood deaths from malaria? Probably. But even this mental picture has a weaker hold on the seats of our emotions than direct experience does. Granted, mental images do resemble the visual perceptions that we generate from direct sensory experience: they draw on some of the same brain regions, for instance, and some of their psychological and behavioral effects are similar. But the effects are much milder for images than for actual perceptions.34 This is why charities try to put human faces on their causes: simply knowing that strangers are suffering, or even visualizing them with the mind’s eye, isn’t enough. We are most responsive when we see people’s suffering for ourselves. Anything less turns flesh-and-blood suffering into hollow words and wan imagery.


When the late Janet Reno, US attorney general during President Bill Clinton’s administration, wanted to shrug off reporters’ “what-if” questions during press conferences, she would reply, “I don’t do hypotheticals.” The same could be said of our minds’ evolved caregiving systems. They don’t do hypothetical suffering. They do real suffering.



AN ENIGMA


Did evolution prepare us to be Good Samaritans, or did it leave us as unresponsive bystanders instead? The characteristic patterns of attention, emotion, and format-sensitivity that we’ve examined in this chapter are all signs that human minds are, in fact, not particularly well designed to motivate regard for distant strangers. Concern for strangers’ welfare looks more like a noble aspiration than a natural endowment.


None of this is our fault. Our minds have limitations. We can’t imagine ten dimensions. We can’t see a bullet fly or grass grow. We can’t know what it’s like to be a bat. We also possess cognitive limitations that tether our ability to respond eagerly and deftly to the needs of strangers. For all of humanity’s wondrous faculties, these limitations conspire to make us reluctant Samaritans at best, and unresponsive bystanders at worst.


This analysis leaves us with a nagging scientific puzzle: How has humanity, outfitted as it is with a mind that is not especially well designed for broadband generosity, managed to create a world in which most of us think we owe strangers some kind of concern? The answer lies in discovering how the mind’s evolved faculties, including the Darwinian social instincts that motivate us to care about our relatives and friends, have interacted with the course of human events over the past ten thousand years. But before we can properly understand those social instincts, it is helpful to understand how evolution created them in the first place. It is true that minds make societies, but it is natural selection that makes minds.















CHAPTER 3



EVOLUTION’S GRAVITY


Physicists talk about four fundamental forces that govern interactions among the bits of matter that fill our universe. The strongest of these forces, aptly known as the strong force, is so powerful that it can keep the protons inside an atom from ripping the nucleus apart as their positive charges push them in opposite directions. The second fundamental force, electromagnetism, is 137 times weaker than the strong force, but its power to cause bits of matter with opposing electrical charges to attract each other, and those with like charges to avoid each other, is what gives three-dimensional structure to atoms, molecules, and even the proteins that form the cells in our bodies. At only one-millionth the strength of the strong force, the third fundamental force—the so-called weak force—changes quarks from one bizarre “flavor” to another and gives rise to nuclear fusion reactions.


The weak force deserves a better name because it’s actually the fourth force—gravity—that’s the weakling of the bunch. At only 6/1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 of the strong force’s strength, the influence of gravity on the interactions of protons, quarks, and other subatomic particles is, to put it gently, sort of small. When I use the refrigerator magnet that holds up my kid’s school photo to lift the ring of keys on the kitchen table, the magnet easily overcomes the gravitational pull of the entire planet. At Subatomic Beach, gravity is the scrawny guy who’s always getting sand kicked in his face.


But the only reason gravity looks like such a weakling in comparison to the others is that we haven’t yet zoomed out to the scales of mass and distance that reveal its might. For the change of perspective that gives gravity the respect it deserves, we have to use a telescope. When we’re studying the interactions of very small things separated by small distances, gravity is the only fundamental force that doesn’t matter. But when we’re studying the interactions of large things separated by large distances, it’s the only one that does.


Every time the mass of an object increases one-hundredfold, gravity’s influence increases tenfold. Very massive objects like planets and stars have no net electrical charge because the charges of all their constituent bits cancel each other out, so it’s the weakling gravity—acting across huge distances, always attracting, never repelling—that determines their interactions. And when an object gets really large—roughly the size of a hundred Jupiters—gravitation packs all that matter into a sphere so dense that the center of the sphere becomes a nuclear fusion reactor. Gravity is the Charles Atlas of the cosmos. It turns stuff into stars.1


Natural selection, one of the fundamental forces of evolution, has something in common with gravity: a public relations problem. From one vantage point, natural selection looks like a chump. When you look up close at the tiny bits of stuff that go into making humans—the sequences of DNA that constitute the human genome—and how they came to be arranged as they are, natural selection doesn’t seem to have done much. Other evolutionary processes, such as mutation, migration, and drift, have exerted far more powerful influences on our genomes. For that matter, distinctly nonevolutionary events, including one-off famines, freezes, floods, and fires, can change the fate of a species far more drastically than natural selection ever could.


However, when you zoom out, natural selection is the only evolutionary force that matters at all. That’s because it’s the only evolutionary force that can produce design. Natural selection acts uniformly and consistently, through deep time, to sift genes according to one hard-and-fast criterion: it increases the prevalence of genes that are good at increasing their own rates of propagation. As the evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins has illustrated so brilliantly in so many different ways, genes contain the recipes for building things. Some of the things they build—first proteins, and then, out of those proteins, specialized organelles, such as mitochondria and ribosomes, and then specialized cells, and then arms, legs, eyes, ears, hearts, lungs, brains, and even beliefs and desires—end up looking like fancy gadgets. The gadgets that facilitate the replication of the genes that construct them get conserved and elaborated. Those gadgets that interfere with the replication of the genes that construct them are shuffled off. As the result of eons and eons of a gene-sifting process that operates according to a single criterion—Does this gene create gadgets that speed up its rate of propagation?—organisms accumulate design. The result of all this relentless gene-sifting and gadget-building is that organisms end up looking like geniuses for thriving in the environments to which they are adapted. They’ve got the tools for success. Like gravity, natural selection is a star-maker.


DARWIN’S DANGEROUS IDEA


The apparent design of the natural world has fascinated biologists since Aristotle, and explaining it in purely naturalistic terms is one of evolutionary biology’s perennial challenges.2 For millennia, theologians have marshaled the argument from design in their efforts to convince religious skeptics that the Earth’s living things were fashioned by an intelligent designer.3 In Natural Theology—or Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity Collected from the Appearances of Nature, first published in 1802, the British theologian William Paley honed the argument from design to a fare-thee-well:




1. Suppose you’re taking a walk through a field and you come across a rock. You wonder how the rock came to be, or what its purpose might be, so you take a closer look. Finding nothing particularly miraculous or improbable about how the rock is put together—a rock is just rock, rock, and more rock—you would probably conclude that the rock just is. Rocks don’t do anything. They just sit there. They don’t appear to be designed for any special purpose.


2. Suppose instead that you come across a pocket watch. You notice its many intricacies, and how all of its gears and springs and other bits cooperate to produce the effect of indexing the passage of time. As you begin to fiddle with the watch, you quickly see how easily a rearrangement of its parts reduces its effectiveness at indexing the passage of time. You might be tempted to conclude that the watch had been assembled by a designer who envisioned the watch’s purpose in advance and then built it with that purpose in mind.


3. It doesn’t matter that you haven’t met the designer of the watch, or that the watch could be improved, or that it occasionally needs to be repaired, or even that you don’t understand what all the parts do: the elegant arrangement of all the watch’s pieces, and the improbability of them all coming together randomly, imply that the watch has been assembled by a designer who wanted to make an object to keep time. Even a broken watch appears designed to keep time—a fact that any decent engineer could discover.


4. The creatures and features of the biological world (Paley uses the human eye, with all of its complexly and improbably arranged constituent parts, as an example) are more exquisitely designed than even a watch is. As Paley put it, “the contrivances of nature surpass the contrivances of art, in the complexity, subtilty, and curiosity of the mechanism; and still more, if possible, do they go beyond them in number and variety; yet, in a multitude of cases, are not less evidently mechanical, not less evidently contrivances, not less evidently accommodated to their end, or suited to their office, than are the most perfect productions of human ingenuity.”4




If you’re willing to go along with (1) through (4), then you should be willing to grant that the biological world is caused by the action of an intelligent designer.


It’s a tempting argument for God’s existence, which is why religious apologists continue to use Paley’s argument from design to this day. Ray Comfort, a Christian evangelist from New Zealand, famously argued that the banana was “the atheist’s nightmare” because of the way its ridges fit into the grooves of our fingers when we form the standard banana-grip, the way its color signals the moment of perfect ripeness, its easy-open tab, and its high digestibility. The banana’s obvious design for human consumption, according to Comfort, is a testimony to God’s capacity for intelligent design.


But the apologists’ argument from design has a flaw: If an intelligent designer did all of the biological design work that we see around us, then who or what designed the designer? With apologies in advance to fans of the musician Billy Preston, “nothing from nothing means nothing.” Throughout history, many thinkers bumped up against this flaw in the argument from design, but nobody could figure out what to do about it (though the Scottish philosopher David Hume came close5). Nobody, that is, until Charles Darwin came along.


What makes Charles Darwin special isn’t that he noticed the appearance of design in the world of living things. Aristotle, Paley, and virtually every naturalist between the two could see that the living world was chock-a-block with first-rate design work. Instead, what makes Darwin so special is that he identified a purely naturalistic mechanism that could explain all of that design work. That mechanism, of course, is natural selection.


“The prize” of understanding natural selection, according to the philosopher Daniel Dennett, “is, for the first time, a stable system of explanation that does not go round and round in circles or spiral off in an infinite regress of mysteries.”6 I believe that this stable system of explanation is a prize worth possessing as we try to understand the biological basis of human generosity. As I explain natural selection in detail, keep your eyes on the genes: the reason the Earth is so full of elegant biological design is that building well-designed organisms has been a supremely effective way for genes to vouchsafe copies of themselves to the future.


Life on Earth did not begin with genes, but it did begin with things that could replicate. Here’s one possible scenario. Before genes, there were certain bits of nonliving matter (perhaps the extremely small silicate crystals that make up tiny particles of clay) that had an interesting property: they attracted molecules from their environments that then assumed the particles’ own crystalline structures. Due only to the forces of physics, these early bits of matter ended up making copies of themselves. The copies were also molecules that could replicate, so they, in turn, grabbed raw materials from their environments and then used those materials to crank out copies of themselves.


Somewhere along the way, the silicon-based replicators might have begun to pull in carbon-based substrates, which could have increased their replication rate even further. Eventually, over an uncountably large number of copy-conscript-copy sequences, the carbon-based add-ons to the silicon-based replicators might have taken on enough structure of their own to leave their silicon-based surrogates behind and go it alone as replicators in their own right.7


As these primordial replicators luxuriated in the clay or basked in noxious chemical Jacuzzis—all the while mindlessly conscripting nonliving material and then mindlessly making copies of themselves—some of the replicas they synthesized acquired tiny molecular variations, which we now call mutations, that made the replicas slightly different from the molecules that produced them. No physical process is perfect, and molecular replication is no exception. Most of those mutations would have messed up the replication machinery instead of improving it. As Richard Dawkins put it, “however many ways there may be of being alive, it is certain that there are vastly more ways of being dead, or rather not alive.”8 On very rare occasions, however, replicators acquired mutations that made them better replicators, perhaps by improving their ability to attract substrates, or perhaps by providing some kind of protection against hostile forces of the universe. The specifics don’t matter: all I want you to see is that some mutations turn replicators into better replicators. It is in that sense that we can refer to these mutations as beneficial mutations.


When the bearers of these new beneficial mutations started making copies of themselves, those beneficial mutations appeared in their offspring as well. As a consequence, the population of replicators increasingly became characterized by features that increased their rates of replication. That, in a nutshell, is natural selection: the little molecular nips and tucks that improve replicators’ effectiveness at making copies of themselves gradually come to characterize the entire population of replicators, and the features that make them worse at replicating gradually vanish from the population.


After so many regimes of replication, mutation, and selection, the Earth’s replicators stopped walking around naked. Instead, all of those little molecular nips and tucks that improved their replication rates came to resemble a magic cloak, adorned and lined with nifty design features that helped their wearers—the replicators—to do what replicators do best. This seems like a good time to dispense with the coy talk about “replicators” and “the accumulation of mutations that increase replication rates,” and to start talking instead about DNA and the living organisms it builds around itself. From the gene-centered view of natural selection, organisms are vehicles that genes ride around in while they make copies of themselves. In The Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins called them “survival machines”:




Different sorts of survival machine appear very varied on the outside and in their internal organs. An octopus is nothing like a mouse, and both are quite different from an oak tree. Yet in their fundamental chemistry they are rather uniform, and, in particular, the replicators that they bear, the genes, are basically the same kind of molecule in all of us—from bacteria to elephants. We are all survival machines for the same kind of replicator—molecules called DNA—but there are many different ways of making a living in the world, and the replicators have built a vast range of machines to exploit them. A monkey is a machine that preserves genes up trees, a fish is a machine that preserves genes in the water; there is even a small worm that preserves genes in German beer mats [coasters].9





When natural selection increases the rate at which a set of genes replicates, it does so by causing the organism—the genes’ survival machine—to take on an attribute that surmounts some feature of the environment that is restricting the genes’ rate of replication. These rate-limiters can be thought of as design problems, and natural selection acts as if it were casting about for engineering solutions to these design problems. In doing so, natural selection retains mutations whose effects make it look as if they were actively and intentionally assisting the evolving organism in clearing its genes’ rate-limiting hurdles.


For another example, take the lithe, regal-looking, and completely made-up blue-headed sloozle. Tens of millions of years ago, sloozles were up against a rate-limiting design problem: they could have replicated faster had they been able to adjust their locations in space in response to information about the locations of other things that sloozles cared about (such as food, water, good nesting sites, potential mates, and predators).


One solution to this rate-limiter might have involved exploiting the correlation between the locations of objects in space and the photons that ricochet off of them in sunlight. To use the information contained in those photon showers, sloozles would have needed a sense organ that could capture the photons and wring the information out of them. The sloozles needed eyes. A rate-limiter such as visionlessness, therefore, can be viewed as a design problem for sloozle genes to solve: a design path that caused sloozles to move from a visionless state to a visionful one would have caused the sloozle genes to increase their rate of replication. The problem for sloozle genes is that you can’t hop from visionlessness to visionfulness in a single step. You can’t build an eye from a single genetic mutation.


Human designers and engineers solve complex multistep problems through purposive, forward-looking cycles of analysis, simulation, testing, and feedback. Explaining how complex design emerges in the biological world is more daunting than explaining how engineers solve problems, however, because our explanation cannot invoke forward-looking intelligent designers. “What Darwin saw” about biological design, as the philosopher Daniel Dennett observed,




was that in principle the same work [that human R&D accomplishes] could be done by a different sort of process that distributed that work over huge amounts of time, by thriftily conserving the design work that had been accomplished at each stage, so that it didn’t have to be done over again. In other words, Darwin had hit upon what we might call the Principle of Accumulation of Design.10





Taking a page out of Paley’s book, Darwin also used the vertebrate eye to illustrate how design accumulates:




Reason tells me, that if numerous gradations from a simple and imperfect eye to one complex and perfect can be shown to exist, each grade being useful to its possessor, as is certainly the case; if further, the eye ever varies and the variations be inherited, as is likewise certainly the case; and if such variations should be useful to any animal under changing conditions of life, then the difficulty of believing that a perfect and complex eye could be formed by natural selection, though insuperable by our imagination, should not be considered as subversive of the theory.11
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