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There are evolutionary advantages to near ly all aspects
of human behavior. If empathy and goodness are writ

deepi In our genes,
Both ¢

SO too are cruelty and savagery.
sides of our behavior have helped us survive

BY MARKHAM HEID

ON A JANUARY AFTERNOON IN 2007, WESLEY AU-
trey, a 50-year-old construction worker and Navy
veteran, was standing on a New York subway plat-
form with his two young daughters. As the family
waited for their train to arrive, a seizure took hold
of a 20-year-old man standing near them. The man
fell onto the tracks, and a moment later, the lights of
an oncoming train appeared in the tunnel,

With little time to think, Autrey leaped down
onto the tracks and covered the stranger’s body with
his own—pressing the still-convulsing man down
into the floor of the track between the rails. Five cars
rolled over the two of them before the train finally
stopped. Neither man was badly injured.

Selflessness. Altruism. Kindness. Honesty. These
are the qualities most of us associate with goodness.
And when we hear of a person who demonstrates

these qualities to a degree we find unusual—in many
cases, practically unimaginable—we think of that
person as a hero. Few of us ever display the brand
of heroism Wesley Autrey did. But most of us strive
to be good.

At our weaker moments, though, we may fail—
often in ways that can leave us feeling just plain
ashamed. “If you find yourself in a situation where
you can get away with something, the impulse
to do that can be too strong to resist;” says Frank
McAndrew, a professor of psychology at Knox Col-
lege in Illinois and the author of Out of the Ooze:
Navigating the 215t Century with a Stone-Age Mind.
“We're all looking 1o do well, but we all have a dark
side” When that dark side shows itself, we can act
with dishonesty, duplicity, cruelty and selfishness—
all of which we consider characteristic of evil.
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If only we could shed these ignoble tendencies
and fully embrace our better natures, the world
would be a finer place. So why haven’t we done that?
To evolution-minded researchers like McAndrew,
the answer is obvious: both good and evil have
served our species well.

WHY WE ARE THE WAY WE ARE

YOU ARE A ONE-IN-A-MILLION SUCCESS STORY. YOU
(like every other living thing on Earth) owe your ex-
istence to an unbroken chain of ancestors, stretch-
ing back to the primordial soup, who each did what
Wwas necessary to survive and pass on its genes to off-
spring. If even one of your ancestors had come up
short—if they'd succumbed to a competitor or failed
to land a mate—you wouldn’t be here.

Evolutionary biologists understand this, and so
they tend not to apply value
judgments to human traits.
Or, more accurately, they
don’t believe values deter-
mine the traits we possess.
“The process of natural se-
lection is value-free,” says
David Buss, a professor of
psychology at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin and
the author of Evolutionary
Psychology: The New Science
of the Mind. Whatever qual-
ities humans have today—
whether we view them as
noble or deplorable—are the
ones that would have increased our ancestors’ odds
for “replicative success.”

Put another way, the stuff that makes us who we
are—our capacity for kindness and generosity, as well
as for greed and violence—exists in each of us because
these abilities conferred some reproductive advantage
on our forebears. “Our inherent human nature has
adaptations that evolved to be beneficial not from a
moral sense, but from a fitness sense,” Buss explains.

Talke, for example, a mother’s love for her child.
Maternal love may seem “natural” to us, but it does
not exist in every species. Evolutionary scientists
view it as an adaptation that offered our mammalian
ancestors a clear advantage. “Maternal love exists
in our species because ancestral mothers who had
this motivational system had more surviving chil-
dren than those who did not,” says Leda Cosmides, a
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A CAPACITY FOR
KINDNESS AND
GENEROSITY AS

WELL AS GREED
AND VIOLENCE
EXISTS IN ALL
OF US

distinguished professor of evolutionary psychology
at the University of California, Santa Barbara. Unlike
the unfortunate children born to prehistoric moth-
ers who didn’t care much for them, the offspring of
loving moms survived to pass that trait on to their
own offspring.

A propensity to act with aggression, hate or vio-
lence would also have conferred advantages on our
ancestors. “There are many adaptations that have
evolved specifically to inflict costs on other human
beings, and that includes adaptations to commit
murder in certain predictable contexts,” Buss says.
While we all consider murder to be among the great-
est evils, we don’t tend to think the same of a homi-
cide committed in self-defense. Back when life-or-
death conflicts were regular occurrences, the ability
and willingness to kill would have served your an-
cestors well.

Along with maternal love
and situational aggression,
innumerable other human
adaptations arose in response
to “selection pressures”
which are the circumstances
or factors that cause evolu-
tion to favor one “design”
over another, Cosmides says.

The same process of nat-
ural selection explains, for
example, why giraffes have
long necks. One popular the-
ory holds that as that species
evolved, the members that
had the longest necks would have been able to ac-
cess food that their stub-necked buddies couldn’t
reach. The long-necked giraffes therefore survived
and reproduced at greater rates than the short-
necked giraffes. And so over hundreds of thousands
of years, the giraffe’s neck gradually stretched to the
astonishing lengths we see now. This process con-
tinues today. Giraffes (and every other species on
Earth) are constantly adapting in response to their
ever-changing environments and the correspond-
ing selection pressures.

That goes for humans too. Cosmides says that se-
lection pressures and the resulting adaptations de-
termine everything about us—from how we look to
how we interact with one another. And it’s our spe-
cies’s special ability to form groups and work in con-
cert that helps explain our views on good and evil.



TOGETHERNESS IS HAPPINESS

IN MOVIES AND NOVELS, THE BAD GUYS ARE UN-
mistakable. “The evil villain of fiction is typically
out to get what others have,” says Jens Kjeldgaard-
Christiansen, a pop-culture and moral-psychology
researcher at Aarhus University in Denmark. “They
care nothing for the good of the group or the com-
munity or society. They care only for themselves.”

Whether it’s a calculating killer or a mustache-
twirling miser, we can all spot the baddie because
he tends to exhibit one of two qualities: either he
delights in pure malice or he acts selfishly and with
only his own health or prosperity in mind.

These sorts of villains aren’t only the stuff of fic-
tion. “Someone who defrauds thousands of retir-
ees out of their savings just to be rich . .. I think
many people would describe that person as not just
bad, but evil,” says Joshua
Greene, a professor of psy-
chology at Harvard Univer-
sity and the author of Moral
Tribes: Emotion, Reason,
and the Gap Between Us and
Them. Heroes are likewise
hard to miss. They’re honest
and altruistic—acting for the
good of the many rather than
for themselves.

But why should this be so?
Why do we prize selflessness
and cooperation while vilify-
ing greed and self-interest?
Our ideas of what is right and
wrong may stem from a concept evolutionary biolo-
gists call reciprocal altruism. Reciprocal altruism is
a type of two-person cooperation, Cosmides says.
“I do something for you, and later you’ll do some-
thing for me.”

That give-and-take serves as the glue that holds
groups together—whether that group is a small band
of hunter-gatherers or the citizens of a modern so-
ciety. One of the big assumptions undergirding the
role of reciprocal altruism in human evolution is
that groups of people, even when they’re unrelated,
are better off than loners. Whether hunting woolly
mammoths or cultivating wheat for food, human be-
ings thrive when they work together. And so it makes
sense that natural selection would favor cooperation.

“As an evolutionary psychologist, you always
think about what life would have been like way back

GROUPS
OF PEOPLE,
EVEN WHEN

UNRELATED,
ARE BETTER
OFF THAN
LONERS

when,” McAndrew says. And for a very long stretch
of human history, “way back when” was a time when
humans lived in groups of just 25 to 50 people.

“Human societies didn’t get significantly large
until probably approximately 40,000 years ago,”’
says Richard Wrangham, a professor of biologi-
cal anthropology at Harvard and the author of The
Goodness Paradox: The Strange Relationship Between
Virtue and Violence in Human Evolution. But Wrang-
ham says modern humans actually started forming
the kinds of social relationships that underpin the
evolution of our social psychology roughly 300,000
years ago. And so in order to understand why hu-
mans today think and act the way we do, it’s neces-
sary to consider which traits and behaviors would
have been advantageous back when we lived in much
smaller, more intimate societies.

“To be successful in those
small groups, to have al-
lies and to be attractive to
mates, you needed to have
a good reputation, meaning
you were known as some-
one who could be counted
on,” McAndrew says. “If the
group did well, you did well,
so it made sense to make
some concessions and per-
sonal sacrifices.”

Those concessions, while
not unique to our species, in-
volve a type of group cooper-
ation that is at least unusual
in nature. “Cooperation with individuals you're not
related to is rare—humans, chimpanzees and dol-
phins are three agreed-upon examples,” she says.
Even in chimps and dolphins, cooperation is limited.

The immense benefits and complexity of human
cooperation go a long way toward explaining the
traits we consider to be good or virtuous, as well as
those we think of as vile or sinister. If we are drawn
to the honest and selfless, we recoil from the treach-
erous or selfish. It makes sense that we label the sec-
ond group evil. “Evil people are committed to ex-
ploiting other people,” Greene says.

Throughout human history, the stories we tell
each other have helped to cement these good-and-
cevil concepts in our heads. “Popular culture is abso-
lutely bursting with stories of individuals facing ter-
rible odds in the form of malicious agents who care
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only for themselves,” Kjeldgaard-Christiansen says.
“In order to overcome these odds, our heroes have
to set aside their differences and work together”
He jokes that this story line propels 90% of Disney
movies. But it also turns up throughout humankind’s
written and oral history. Although stories alone don’t
establish our sense of right and wrong, “stories may
help to lay down such values—to make them matter
to us and to make us act accordingly;” he says.

If group cooperation and self-sacrifice are so
fruitful for humans, you'd think we’d have trudged
off the savanna bringing only those with us and left
the nastier behavioral baggage—deceit, greed, big-
otry, violence—behind. Why didn’t we ditch these a
long time ago? The answer is that these characteris-
tics must have been a benefit to our ancestors—and
they probably still help us today.

“If a member of a group cheats—meaning he
takes without giving in return—that can be a good
strategy so long as he isn’t found out,” McAndrew
says. For example, if a group of early humans were
faced with a food shortage, those who stole from the
group’s supply or lied about how much they could
contribute may have survived while some of their
more honest pals perished. “We always encourage
positive and desirable behaviors in other people, but
for us it may not always be to our advantage”

In truth, the humans most likely to survive and
reproduce were the ones who possessed a measure
of both good and evil, McAndrew says. That is, they
weren't so brazenly selfish or untrustworthy as to get
themselves killed or kicked out of their group. But

they had enough self-interest to ensure that when
times were tough, they’d make it through. In the
end, human beings are very like every other animal
on Earth in that they act in their own best interests,
and if that happens to mean acting in the group’s
interest too, fine.

But while a small measure of selfishness and un-
derhandedness is typical, the generous and trusting
nature of groups has still allowed space for unscru-
pulous actors—what evolutionary biologists refer to
as free riders. These are people who exploit commu-
nities by taking more than they give in return.

In some cases, groups are willing to put up with a
little free-riding as long as those members also con-
tribute something of value. “Just because I'm getting
less from you than you are from me doesn’t mean it’s
not worth cooperating,” Cosmides says. “An individ-
ual may be exploitative in some circumstances, but
when my group is attacked by a neighboring band,
I still want him fighting on my side”

Also, some behaviors or characteristics we nor-
mally view as evil can seem right and valuable in
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lent person, but the guy who was aggressive against
the right people at the right time, like in battle, did
well” McAndrew says.

So we contextualized the violence and even the
act that in other contexts we'd call murder. “Prob-
ably no other class of human action is judged to be
more evil than premeditated murder,” Buss writes in
The Social Psychology of Good and Evil. “And there
may be no other class of actions that inflicts a greater
fitness cost on the victim.” But while few of us think
of murder as moral, many of us allow that killing an-
other human is justified if the person doing the kill-
ing is a soldier taking the life of an enemy combatant.

The influence of group cooperation on human
evolution helps explain not only the traits we view
as right or wrong but also many that facilitate or
support these behaviors. In some cases, qualities or
practices we tend to view harshly may play vital and
beneficial functions in human societies.

Gossip is a good example. “People have this knee-
jerk reaction to gossip as something that’s negative,
but gossip exists for us to be able to assess the repu-
tations of other people,” McAndrew says. Gossip can
help you learn about and judge the fitness of some-
one you don’t know well, he explains. It also helps
keep people honest. “If you know people will talk
about you when you’re not around, that forces you
to stay in line,” he says. “It’s perceived as bad, but it’s
really only bad for the person being gossiped about.”

Our capacity for guilt or remorse is another ex-
ample of an adaptation that allows us to function
well in groups. “Emotions like guilt evolved be-

capacity for savagery.

U.S.S. Cole. conscience is clear.”

cause people who didn’t feel guilty didn’t cooper-
ate or apologize, and so they were ostracized from
groups,” McAndrew says. Suspicion is another one.
“In a situation where trusting the wrong person
could mean life or death, it was probably better to
be suspicious and to err on the side that leads to the
least risk,” he says.

Cosmides adds to this list. “Natural selection can-
not favor adaptations that help us engage in coop-
eration unless there are mechanisms to identify in-
dividuals who take but don’t give,” she says. “So we
have very specialized mechanisms that help us to
look for cheaters.”

Perhaps our most specialized mechanism for
identifying spurious individuals is our ability to
empathize—to get inside others’ heads and see the
world as they do. “We have machinery that allows
us to predict other people’s behavior based on their
mental states, and in ways more elaborate than other
species,” she says.

Such an ability to mind-read and feel others’ pain
not only helps us intuit their intentions and motiva-
tions but also saves us from breaking ties with peo-
ple who may turn out to be helpful collaborators. “It
would be a mistake for me to withdraw from you if
you just got sick, or you forgot, or something else
prevented you from being a good cooperator,” she
says. Our ability to empathize helps us distinguish
forgivable failures from malicious ones.

At the same time, our capacity to climb inside
other people’s heads enables us to engage in decep-
tive or underhanded behavior ourselves. If you can
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predict another person’s intellectual and emotional
reaction to your behavior, that makes you a much
more formidable manipulator.

In more ways than one, it’s the good in us that
opens up space for evil. Just as light creates shadow,
human honesty and kindness make deception and
cruelty possible.

FROM BAD TO ‘EVIL’

DURING HIS 2002 STATE OF THE UNION ADDRESS,
President George W. Bush deployed the phrase “Axis
of Evil” to describe those foreign governments his
administration viewed as excessively hostile or dan-
gerous to the United States. To the ears of evolution-
ary psychologists, the president’s use of the word
“evil” surely set off alarm bells. “Ideas have utility in
the same way weapons do,” says Harvard’s Greene.
“The idea that the other
group or person is evil—not
merely bad, but evil—is very
motivating and radicalizing”

When it comes to mem-
bers of our own group, he
says, we don’t throw around
the word “evil” very often.
If a relative or friend does
something despicable, we
might condemn the act, but
we rarely go so far as to call
the actor “evil” It’s when we
speak of people outside our
circle of cooperation that we
whip out the “evil” talk.

Why? Greene says we tend to view “evil” peo-
ple or groups as bad in a pure sense—more like the
villains of fiction than real-life human beings—and
therefore beyond reasoned compromise or negotia-
tion. “It’s always very tempting in a conflict to say
that the other side is evil” he says. It defames and
dehumanizes, but it motivates your side.

Others agree. “We divide the world into those
who are good and those who are evil because such
a simple moral world simultaneously validates our
own worldview and allows us to fight those who
think otherwise with a clear conviction that they are
in the wrong and need to be stopped,” Kjeldgaard-
Christiansen says. Of course, there are people and
groups out there who deserve the “evil” tag. “But
we often employ the ‘evil’ label frivolously in order

not to have to engage with the moral complexity of

DEPICTING AN
ENEMY AS EVIL
OR SUBHUMAN

ALLOWS USTO
FORGIVE OUR
OWN IMMORAL
BEHAVIOR

our own and others’ conduct,” he says. Viewing the
enemy as evil also allows us to forgive ourselves for
acting in ways that would otherwise run counter to
our own sense of morality and righteousness.

Depicting an enemy as somehow subhuman—as
“vermin” or “parasites” or “animals”—can also help
organize and motivate the members of one group to
do battle with another, Buss says. “Effective manip-
ulators, from politicians to warlords to gang leaders,
use these terms to exploit our adaptations for coali-
tional warfare”

For those people who really do cross the line from
merely the bad behavior of which we’re all capable
to the truly evil, what is it that provides the push?

“The standard social-science model holds that
all bad stuff comes from a person’s immediate envi-
ronment,” Buss says. He mentions bad parenting or
an unhealthy culture as two
of the “usual suspects” But,
he says, he believes the vast
majority of evil actions can’t
be explained by these factors
alone. Instead, he argues that
we're all pre-loaded with evo-
lutionary adaptations that, if
“activated” by our environ-
ment or circumstances, could
lead us to engage in evil be-
haviors. “We all have the ad-
aptation to develop calluses
on our skin in response to
friction,” he points out. “Sim-
ilarly, the human mind has
inherent adaptations that can be activated or deac-
tivated in different circumstances.”

In his book The Murderer Next Door, Buss tells
the story of a Houston woman named Clara Harris
who, in 2002, hit and killed her husband with her
car. After running him over in a hotel parking lot,
she proceeded to back over him three more times.
She did all this while her grown stepdaughter—the
biological child of the man she was murdering—was
sitting in the car with her, unable to escape.

That seems to be pretty much straight-up evil.
But Harris ended up in that hotel parking lot, Buss
='d recently discovered that her
2 2n affair with a co-worker. Not
ing husband had chosen to
the very hotel where he and




That doesn’t remotely forgive Harris’s actions.
But in light of these circumstances, many of us
would at least judge her response less harshly. Buss
says that this is just one example of context activat-
ing a built-in human adaptation for evil behavior—
the kind most of us would claim we aren’t capable of
committing. Sexual competition in particular, Buss
says, is one of the more common sparks that can lead
both men and women to commit murder.

Across cultures and eras, societies have con-
structed many institutions meant to discourage
evil behavior. The most obvious is humanity’s sys-
tem of laws, courts and prisons, which are designed
to punish those members of a community who step
out of line.

Along with our legal system, cultural norms also
discourage cheating, stealing, lying and other acts
we consider wrong or evil. And like us, these norms
are constantly evolving. “Talking about evolution
can make everything sound like it comes down to
biology, but the rules your group sets up as OK or
not OK set the boundaries of what is good and evil,
and these are always changing,” McAndrew says.
Certain forms of male sexual assertiveness, for ex-
ample, which were once considered acceptable, are
now manifestly out-of-bounds, and that benefits
both genders and the culture as a whole.

But just as contemporary life works to rein in
some of our more aggressive or duplicitous incli-
nations, it also unshackles some types of behav-
ior that would have been impossible to get away
with when humans lived and roamed in small, in-
timate groups. “It’s much easier now to be a taker
rather than a giver,” McAndrew says. “The inter-
net and its anonymity allow you to get away with
a lot more cheating without fear of being caught.”
The nature of many online interactions also disarms
many of our most potent lie-detection adaptations—
including our ability to read faces and body lan-
guage, and to use what we know about a person to
intuit intentions.

But we’ll adapt, and our conceptions of good
and evil will undoubtedly evolve with the times.
“When people think of evolutionary psychology,
they may think everything is determined by our
genes,” Greene says. “But our genetics interact in
complicated ways with our cultural and individual
experiences.”

The way we manage our good and evil impulses
will always change. The existence of both never will.

The Ugly Truth About
Sex and Violence

If you watch cop dramas, you know the victim’'s
romantic partner is always the prime suspect.
That element of fiction is ripped from real life.
Domestic vioclence makes up one third of felony
violence cases, according to the Bureau of
Justice Statistics. Throw in crimes men and
women commit against romantic rivals, and you
end up with a pretty big chunk of violent felonies.

Why do romantic relationships drive so many
to act so aggressively? “Intersexual competition
and intimate partner violence have been very
beneficial adaptations in terms of reproductive
success,” says David Buss, a professor of
psychology at the University of Texas at Austin
and the author of The Murderer Next Door.

Buss says that for much of our species’ history,
men willing to fight and even kill male competitors
were more likely to retain their mates and
therefore pass their DNA on to offspring. Within
a relationship, men may have found physical
violence directed at a pariner an effective—if
savage—means of preventing infidelity.

In some cases, murdering an unfaithful mate
may also have conferred some perverse “fitness
benefits” on males. If a woman had sex with other
men, her cuckolded partner could end up devoting
his resources to caring for that male’s offspring.
“Paternity uncertainty is a major predictor [of
homicide],” Buss says. Even when paternity is
known, violence can follow. Children are up to
100 times as likely to be abused or killed by a
stepparent as by a biological parent.

Although men are typically the aggressors,
women are also capable of extreme acts of
violence. Once again, infidelity is often the cause.
In some specific circumstances, Buss says,
women are much more likely than men to kill their
own children. While rare, this form of infanticide
tends to occur in predictable contexts. “A woman
who is young and has many years of reproduction
ahead of her and no male provider—that’s a
predictor,” Buss says. Tens of thousands of years
ago, a woman in this position would have been
unable to care for a child on her own, and the
infant would probably have made her unappealing
to prospective mates.

Not all evolutionary psychologists agree
with Buss. “In terms of humans having multiple
adaptations to murder, I've taken what some
might consider an extreme position,” he says. He
also makes it clear that most people dealing with
infidelity or similar triggers do not react violently.

But crime statistics often do support Buss’s
take that evolution has equipped humans with
multiple “homicidal adaptations.” It's an ugly—
but perhaps unavoidable—truth. —M.H.
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