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Narrative defines knowledge, and for several
decades the narrative surrounding primate
sociality has focused around conflict, domi-
nance, exploitation, and violence. Give credit
to William D. Hamilton and George C. Wil-

liams (and their popularizer Richard Dawk-
ins) for clearly articulating the argument in
favor of a “selfish” bent to the evolutionary
process, or blame it on V. C. Wynne-Edwards
and his naive depiction of group selection
for presenting such a vulnerable cooperative
straw man. Put science into the social context
of rising global hypercapitalism and the Ran-
dian imperative that “greed is good.” Or, dig-
ging for deeper roots, consider the historical
notions of the early human as a dominant,
violent super-predator. Whatever the cause,
since the mid-1960s, most biologists have pos-
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ited a self-interested origin of social group
dynamics. From this prevailing narrative hu-
man beings receive no pass: our behavior is
assumed to be just as self-serving as the rest of
our social primate brethren.

Origins of Altruism and Cooperation seeks to
redefine this narrative and establish a “more
optimistic and realistic view of human na-
ture” (p. viii). What the diverse contributors
to this broad collection share is the opinion
that prevailing evidence from a range of
fields suggests that human behavior has been
shaped by the need to cooperate. The hy-
pothesis that runs throughout the book is
that cooperative behavior is the product of
healthy people in healthy societies, and that
violence and exploitation are symptoms of
both unhealthy people and unhealthy environ-
ments. Rather than denying our propensity for
violence, the volume considers violence as a
predictable alternative strategy to our favored
strategy of altruistic cooperation.

This 24-chapter edited volume is the prod-
uct of a 2009 conference entitled “Man the
Hunted and the Origin and Nature of Hu-
man Sociality, Altruism and Well-Being.” The
conference attracted evolutionary biologists,
anthropologists, primatologists, neuroscientists,
philosophers, psychologists, and medical doctors,
yielding an interdisciplinary perspective that ap-
pears unprecedented for this field. Their col-
lective work is broken into five fairly distinct
parts that assess: the evolutionary history of
human cooperation; cooperation in nonhu-
man primates; ethnographic evidence for
widespread human cooperation; the neurolog-
ical and hormonal basis for human coopera-
tion; and the relationship between cooperation
and human health in modern-day societies.

Our interpretation of contemporary
human behaviors, including altruism, is influ-
enced by our interpretation of our evolution-
ary past. What kind of primate were early
humans, and how has that evolutionary his-
tory shaped our current behavior? This is the
question addressed in Part I of this collec-
tion, which begins with a chapter that sug-
gests that early human cooperation evolved
in response to predation pressure. Rejecting
the paradigms of “Man the Hunter” or “Man
the Scavenger,” the chapter suggests that hu-
mans gained a behavioral tendency to coop-

erate as “Man the Hunted.” A pivotal chapter
by Telmo Pievani argues that an exclusive
emphasis on competitive models—even when
applied at multiple levels of biological orga-
nization—is inadequate to explain human
cooperation, which is better understood as
an exaptation rather than strictly as an adap-
tation. This section also includes a lengthy
chapter that reviews the phylogenesis of hu-
mans, coming to the conclusion that the de-
velopment of new brain structures along the
evolutionary pathway to humans has allowed
for our extraordinary abilities to cooperate
(while not completely eliminating competi-
tive and exploitative tendencies).

Although humans have arguably achieved
the most extensive cooperation among social
animals, human altruism is not unique: our
cooperative behaviors are built on an ances-
tral platform shared by many of our mamma-
lian relatives. Part II considers how studies of
altruism among other animals can help us
understand the origins of our own altruism.
Mostly based on case studies of particular
primate species, these chapters focus on the
importance and prevalence of nonkin coop-
eration, the role that social niche construc-
tion has played in fostering cooperation, and
the importance of group cohesion as a metric
of social success.

Primatology yields clues into the deeper
roots of our altruism, but to better under-
stand contemporary cooperation we need to
know more about the behavior of our most
recent ancestors. Anthropologists have looked
to aboriginal cultures in order to understand
how our human ancestors might have be-
haved. Levels of conflict observed in these
societies have been used to argue that—in
the absence of larger social control struc-
tures—humans are inherently violent. Part
III takes this argument to task, suggesting
that in both industrialized and aboriginal hu-
man societies, contemporary rates of homi-
cide are sensitive to fluctuations in ecological
and social conditions rather than being fixed
by any inherently violent tendencies. Like
their industrialized contemporaries, aborigi-
nal societies display strong social selection in
favor of cooperation and conflict mediation,
and against antisocial behaviors (especially
murder). The chapters in this part suggest
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that when violence becomes more common,
it often can be attributed to disruptions of
normal social and/or economic conditions.
In a particularly forceful chapter, R. Brian
Ferguson suggests that the warlike behaviors
of chimps and humans alike can be attrib-
uted to such disruptions, and that most con-
temporary human violence results not from
our instinct to fight, but the social manipula-
tions of powerful leaders.

Although behaviors are the ultimate deter-
minant of social evolution, reconstructing
evolved behavioral patterns is difficult. One
way to figure out what behaviors might have
been favored in our evolutionary past is to
look at the extant drivers of our behavior.
This is the realm of neuroscience and psy-
chology, which are the focus of Part IV. Con-
sidering a diverse array of primate models
(including humans), these chapters explore
how neurological and physiological systems
have evolved to provide immediate psycho-
logical rewards for behaviors that lead to
delayed ultimate payoffs; in a sense, social
primates have developed a proximate reward
system that overcomes the “delayed gratifica-
tion problem” associated with altruistic be-
havior. We learn that these psychological
rewards are very sensitive to epigenetic ef-
fects, which can—depending on the nature
of the social environment—either support or
suppress the development of the neurologi-
cal mechanisms that promote altruistic be-
havior. As such, social primates are depicted
as being psychologically adapted to negotiate
social dilemmas, both through negative reac-
tions to free-riding and through positive re-
sponse to affiliative behaviors (ranging from
grooming to nonconceptive sex).

There is increasing recognition that social
well-being is a critical component of overall
human health. The final part of this volume
is dedicated to understanding human health
in light of our reliance on cooperation.
Chapters in this section consider well-being
in relation to our educational systems, our
healthcare systems, and our overall cultural
worldview. There is strong advocacy for edu-
cational systems that address individual and
collective social well-being (and not just place
in the economy), as well as for health programs
that acknowledge the importance of social in-

teractions to mental and physical health (the
“bio-psycho-social” model of human well-being).
David Hay provides one of the most provoc-
ative chapters in the entire volume, asserting
that human beings have evolved a “relational
consciousness” that allows us to be exception-
ally cooperative by means of a versatile spiri-
tuality. Paralleling much of the thought in this
collection, Hay contends that our natural state
is to perceive a connection to our external
environment that enables us to be concerned
with the welfare of others; contemporary cul-
tures espousing individualism serve to under-
mine this predisposition, leading to the illusion
that we are by nature competitive and self-
focused.

Although Origins of Altruism and Cooperation
presents an avalanche of information and
perspectives that can at times be overwhelm-
ing, a number of important themes emerge
from the diverse material discussed by these
many authors. First and foremost, evidence
provided throughout the book makes it clear
that new evolutionary theories are needed
to explain the nature and extent of coopera-
tion in the primate lineage, most prominently
among human beings. Consistently, these au-
thors question the explanatory value of incre-
mental, reductionist, gene-centered theories
of social evolution; there is a call for models
that consider larger scales of organization
and the role of overall social stability, al-
though not a single chapter in this volume
suggests an explicit alternative to traditional
population genetics models. This gap be-
tween the evolutionary models we have and
the evolutionary models we need has lurked
in the background of a number of prominent
evolutionary debates, and the material pre-
sented in this collection certainly provides
plenty of “pattern” to which the “process” of
a novel model of social evolution could be
compared. As such, this book should be of
particular interest to anyone seeking to formu-
late new evolutionary models. We desperately
need an evolutionary theory that explains the
remarkable stability of extant cooperative social
systems.

This collection also provides broad-based
commentary on the importance of incorpo-
rating behavioral plasticity and environmen-
tal context into our explanations of altruism.
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There is no optimal social behavior, and so
we can expect that the nature and extent of
altruistic behavior will vary radically from
environment to environment. Given that
human beings can, to a large degree, make
explicit choices about the social, political,
and biophysical environments we live in, it is
especially critical to understand how environ-
mental variation affects altruism and the
overall potential for cooperation. Origins of
Altruism and Cooperation includes an impres-
sive array of both theoretical and applied
perspectives on the interaction between our
evolved biology and our ever-evolving social
environments.

Although a few of the chapters allude to
the complexity of current-day human coop-
eration, one element that was conspicuously
missing was an assessment of the many levels
at which modern-day humans cooperate. Hu-
man cooperation has gone well beyond the
local, tribal levels described in the ethno-
graphic analyses presented in Part III, and in
order to make sense of modern-day behavior
we need a better theoretical understanding
of how multilevel selection operates in glob-
alized societies. Clearly, we do not simply live
in larger groups: humans have created an
integrated web of group identifications that
vary in scale from the local family to massive
transnational regional affiliations. Although
we cooperate at an unprecedented scale, co-
operation is also frequently coerced, and has
led to large-scale imbalances of power. In
order to understand how our propensity to
cooperate translates into modern societies,
we need to answer some questions. At which
levels is cooperation most prominent? What
levels of cooperation matter most to the wel-
fare of individuals? And how might large-scale
cooperation affect the trajectory of human evo-
lution? These important questions are not
fully addressed in this book; theorists seeking
to explain human cooperation will need to
address these questions.

Overall, Origins of Altruism and Cooperation
is a partisan volume, and I make that ap-
praisal with a deep respect for what partisan-
ship can do to move science forward. Rather
than attempting to provide a balanced assess-
ment of all evidence relevant to social evolu-
tion, the chapters found here mostly present

evidence that supports the idea that humans
(and many of our primate relatives) are in-
herently cooperative. The volume aspires to
“help to formulate a new paradigm” (p. 7).
Does it succeed? Perhaps for some it will,
although I doubt that it is likely to shift the
entire fields of anthropology and evolution-
ary psychology away from selfish-gene ap-
proaches. More modestly—and perhaps more
productively—what this collection does is de-
molish the foundational assumptions about
what motivates cooperation among primates,
including humans. The evidence presented
here makes simplistic evolutionary narratives
based solely on individual fitness seem as
naive as the early group-selectionist explanations
of cooperative behavior, counterbalancing the
prevailing narrative about human altruism
and stirring up new ground for scientific in-
quiry. What I hope emerges is a more nu-
anced view of human cooperation, one that
departs from simplistic ideas about whether
we are inherently cooperative or inherently
exploitative, focusing instead on the social
and ecological conditions that foster either
cooperation or exploitation. Although I find
the overall perspective of this book to be
compelling and convincing, it will be really
valuable to science if it inspires new inquiry
into when we do and do not cooperate.

The volume’s overall organization has a
rationale—starting with our evolutionary past
and moving toward extant evidence—but I
find it more instructive to establish and un-
derstand the proximate drivers of behaviors
before considering their ultimate “reasons
for being.” As such, I found the placement of
Part IV (Neurological and Hormonal Mech-
anisms for Cooperation and Altruism) to be a
bit late in the book; I would have preferred
for it to be presented with the chapters on
the off-neglected motivators of altruistic be-
havior first, as understanding the nature of
these extant proximate drivers of behavior
makes it easier to consider the validity of com-
peting ultimate explanations of how coopera-
tion evolved.

As is to be expected from any large edited
publication, the quality of the writing varies
from chapter to chapter. Some are concise,
compelling, and well organized, while others
are fairly obtuse, descending into the eye-
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glazing zone of a poorly edited review article.
This inconsistency is in part the result of the
conflicting goals that appear to have struc-
tured this collection. Is it a book designed to
provide provocative new perspectives on the
evolutionary origins of human cooperation?
Certainly in many places it is. Is it a volume
designed to provide broad background on
the evolutionarily origins of human cooper-
ation? Certainly in many places it is, but these
chapters lack the organization, conceptual
clarity, and conciseness of a valuable text-
book. Different chapters also carry dramati-
cally different weights, allowing there to to
be—for instance—two empirically based chap-
ters on very specific howler monkey behavior
alongside a chapter reviewing the neurological
evolution of species ranging from hagfish to
humans.

I found the “new perspectives” component
of this volume to be far more important than
the “broad review” component. At a list cost
approaching $200, this publication is as expen-
sive as a major introductory textbook, so I was
hoping for a more consistent and crafted set of
chapters; perhaps for a volume dedicated to a
niche topic (such as altruism and cooperation)
it is unrealistic for me to expect textbook-

quality organization and explanation. I realize
that there is a limit to the coherence that can
be expected from conference proceedings, but
this collection certainly hints at the potential
for a better-designed book on this topic. The
value of the more thought-provoking elements
of this collection had me wishing for a smaller,
cheaper version of this volume, one that would
end up being read by more people and per-
haps have a larger impact on prevailing evolu-
tionary thought.

Overall, this collection is very readable, but
this is also quite far from being an entry-level
textbook. Anyone who lacks a significant
background in evolutionary theory, behavior,
primatology, anthropology, neuroscience, or
medicine may not find it all that accessible. It
is hard for me to imagine this collection be-
ing the course textbook for anything but a
very specific advanced graduate seminar. Re-
alistically, this volume is most likely to find
itself on a library shelf within a comprehen-
sive biological anthropology collection, and
this is appropriate: for those looking for a
broad-ranging counter-narrative to the “neo-
Darwinian” view of human evolution, there
exists no more valuable go-to resource.
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