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science and Human

Behavior

«a # now thyself!” This injunction is at least as old as Apollo’s oracle
Kat Delphi, and it lies at the foundation of philosophy, history, lit-
erature, and most of the rest of the humanities. Why are we the way
we are? Why do we behave the way we do? For millennia, philosc;
phers and theologians have struggled to define humanity, often by
opposing humanity to the rest of the natural world. Human behav-
‘or continues to perplex us, but today what was once primarily a
philosophical and religious question is increasingly a scientific one.
Evolutionary biologists, evolutionary psychologists, chemists, and
physiologists are all adding pieces to the growing picture of how we
behave and why. Scientists have discovered that fields as disparate
as wildlife biology and chemistry can yield interesting answers to
the ancient question “Who am I?”

This chapter provides a range of answers to that seminal ques-
tion by attempting to answer other, more limited questions.

Why, for example, after September 11th, did we pull together?
Why did thousands of people donate blood, money, labor, and
materials? How do biologists and psychologists explain altruism?
In the course of answering these questions, Natalie Angier (“Of
Altruism, Heroism and Nature’s Gifts in the Face of Terror”) brings
us closer to understanding the nature of human society and of the

beings that make it up.

Why do I fall in love with the people I do? What makes a rela-
tionship last? What makes someone attractive to me and someone
else not? Is there such a thing as a love potion? Should there be? In
very different ways, both David Buss (“The Strategies of Human

Mating”) and Gunjan Sinha (“You Dirty Vole”) answer this question
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by investigating what evolutionary psych
cZn tell us about love and sex, those mist gi‘r’geapd bi
human experiences. XIng ang
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Similarly, but drawing upon very different types of technan SOcigy,
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human beings make the ethical decisions they make wha[o- o
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So why do we behave as we do? It is because of chemic,
actions in our brains. It is because of evolutionary advantage i
sexual-strategies theory. It is because of group survival ang ind;.
vidual reproduction. It is because of physiological adaptation
This chapter will provide you with some questions and some an-
swers, but more than anything, it will provide you with examples
of the ways scientists are approaching—and answering—the ques-
tion of human behavior.

This chapter will also feature a variety of forms by which sci-
entists and writers present their information. From the scientific
structure of David Buss's study to Natalie Angier’s personal rumi-
nation on human altruism, we see the various ways that science is
made popular and accessible to the culture and society of which it
is a part. So as you read the essays in this chapter, consider not

only how we know about ourselves, but how we communicate that
knowledge to one another through writing.
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; Moreover, most biologists concur that the human capacity for
anguage and memory allows altruistic behavior—the desire to
give, and to sacrifice for the sake of others—to flourish in measure

far be}.'ond the cooperative spirit seen in other species.
With language, they say, people can learn of individuals they
have never met and feel compassion for their suffering, and honor
ir heroic deeds. They can also warn one another
of any selfish cheaters or malign tricksters lurking in their midst.
“In a large crowd, we know who the good guys are, and we can
talk about, and ostracize, the bad ones,” said Dr Craig Packer, a
professor of ecology and evolution at the University of Minnesota.
“People are very concerned about their reputation, and that, too,

can inspire us to be good.”

Oh, better than good.
“There’s a grandness in the human species that is so stn’king".
and so profoundly different from what we see in other animals,

he added. “We are an amalgamation of families working together.
This is what civilization is derived from.”

At the same time, said biologists, the very conditions that en-
courage heroics and selflessness can be the source of profound
barbarism as well. “Moral behavior is often a within-group phe-
nomenon,” said Dr. David Sloan Wilson, a professo: of b.iolog.y
at the State University of New York at Binghamton. “Altruism is
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The concept of inclusive fitness explains many brave acts
observed in nature. Dr. Richard Wrangham, a primatologist at
Harvard, cites the example of the red colobus monkey. When they
are being hunted by chimpanzees, the male monkeys are “amaz-
ingly brave,” Dr. Wrangham said. “As the biggest and strongest
members of their group, they undoubtedly could escape quicker
than the others.” Instead, the males jump to the front, confronting
the chimpanzee hunters while the mothers and offspring jump

tosafety, Often, the much bigger chimpanzees pull the colobus
soldiers off by their tails and slam them to their deaths.

Their courageousness can be explained by the fact that
wlobus monkeys live in multimale, multifemale groups in which
the males are almost always related. So in protecting the young

Monkeys, the adult males are defending their kin.
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Topics for Thought and Discussion

Angier's essay is written in very short
1. sufaure contribute to her essay and 'I:: r:ffaphs.w ? What does 1
5. How does Angier use emotion to write 5 S'gzs:t?r s text
emotion play fpr her, and how does it C°"tributel ic ? What roje -
3, How do biologists account for the altryistic to her py
september 11, 2001, and succeeding days?
4 The scientists interviewed by Angier for this arti
2001, demonstrating hope for humanity in erieie
hope. Do you agree?

fl € See September 114,
Bxplain the basis of this

suggestions for Writing

1. Evaluate your own response to the September 11, 2001 a
other major natural or human event. How can the things youttf;ctk‘ thc: t::me
you did, and the thoughts and actions of those around you be e;plainednl;‘;

the evolutionary forces described by Angier?
2. Write an essay in which you comment on altruism in your culture or society.
Does it occur in nonemergency situations? Does our culture encourage and

reward altruism?

The Strategies of Human Mating
DaviD Buss
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