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The great question of God and Morality might seem to be a discussion for moral philosophers and theologians, into which the anthropologist should not intrude, but in fact we bring two essential kinds of insight to the debate. The first is that all our experience and training involve the study of the morality of real people in all the complexity of human nature and the rich texture of their life in society. Moral philosophy, however, has mostly ignored human nature and human society, and regarded itself as essentially about the analysis of concepts—duty, good, right, ought, moral and so on. Such concepts are thought to have an independent existence like those of logic, unrelated to any specific culture and without a history, and the business of philosophy is to discover the true relationships between these basic ideas. “Is the right or the good the more fundamental ethical concept?”; “Do we have an intuitive knowledge of goodness?”; “Are value judgments essentially different from judgments of fact?” and, of course, there is the famous Naturalistic Fallacy. While some modern moral philosophers have emphasised the importance of social life, generally speaking, however, moral philosophy is conducted at a level of abstract speculation, and its examples and anecdotes from ordinary life are no substitute for empirical verification and that immersion in the facts expected of the social sciences.

If the first of our qualifications is the intensive study of real people in actual societies, primarily by fieldwork, the second is that our work is also comparative and therefore most of the societies it has studied are non-Western. Moral philosophers, however, are
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also remarkably ethnocentric, and treat the conceptual landscape of their narrow social world—usually Western middle class academia—as a universal aspect of human thought. In the vast body of ethno¬graphic works on non-literate peoples, however, one will not find that human rights, individualism, moral obligation, duty, or justice are central concepts in anyone’s moral thinking. Philosophers have also been completely indifferent to how and why moral concepts have developed historically. So, someone who traces the development of the moral vocabulary in English soon discov¬ers that such “timeless” concepts as “ought” and “duty” have a history and that in past ages they were not understood as they are now, partly because the organization of society was different. As the reader will discover, I am not advocating a shallow relativism here, but simply stressing that an understanding of moral systems needs an understanding of their social and cultural context. (I have written a special study of the development of moral ideas in Ethical Thought in Increasingly Complex Societies. Social structure and moral development, 2017.)




If we all stopped believing in God, what effect would this have on our ideas of right and wrong, and how we should live? According to atheists the result would be a thoroughly good thing, because in their view reason and evidence are all we need to guide our moral choices, and atheists certainly don’t need God to be good. But religion, according to them, is ancient superstition that rejects reason, has encouraged wars, hatred, and persecution throughout history, and clouds our judgement and warps our lives with a morbid sense of guilt. As the slogan on the London buses put it: “There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.”1 Instead of being oppressed by religious taboos and the arbitrary commandments of a supposed God, modern secular society believes it has discovered by reason and evidence how to build a tolerant, liberal way of life. There is the comfortable assumption that if only God could be removed from the scene then our society, complete of course with human rights, could continue happily on its way, no longer disturbed by the irrational taboos and hatreds fostered by religion now and throughout history.

But modern atheism is actually driven by evolutionary biology, which takes us into the very different world of the Darwinian struggle for survival, in which we are no different from animals, and of materialist fundamentalism. Because atheists assume that matter is the only thing that exists this not only abolishes God and the supernatural but also abolishes us, at least in the traditional sense of possessing consciousness, identity, and free will, so that we cease to be moral beings at all. Humanists carefully avoid
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mentioning all this, but if one actually takes the full implications of atheism seriously the kinds of value system and society that can be built on it are going to be very much darker than most people would care to face, with no place for liberal ideals, human rights, or toleration. This book does not attempt the impossible task of proving the existence of God, but at least it can demonstrate the logical consequences of unbelief more clearly and atheists need to recognise how unpleasant these are likely to be. My argument will be about principles and ‘world-views’, however, not about the character and behaviour of individuals. To claim that religious belief automatically makes people good, while atheism makes them bad is ridiculous and is no part of my argument.

This begins in Chapter 1 with human nature for two reasons. First, we need to see how it lays some of the foundations for moral – and immoral – behaviour. We have to understand the basics of human co-operation and conflict, and the minimum requirements for a viable social life, and we can do this without any reference to religion. Darwin was correct in claiming not only that we evolved from an earlier form of primate, but that there are important emotional continuities from animals to humans which provide some of the essential ingredients for human morality. Secondly, evolutionary biologists make sweeping claims that since Darwin they are now the experts we should trust to explain human nature and ethics, and that their theories have made all others obsolete. But evolutionary biologists are not the only scientists who can claim to have special insights into the human condition, and for more than a hundred years social anthropologists have been collecting a mass of evidence about the human race in all its variety around the world. As an anthropologist myself I have spent my life living with remote tribes in the mountains of Ethiopia and Papua New Guinea and learning their languages, writing books about them, and generally researching the way of life of non-Western peoples, particularly those of tribal societies. While evolutionary biologists are very fond of referring to these societies

Introduction


when discussing prehistoric humans, this usually takes the form of armchair speculation based on very little anthropological knowledge. But how do the claims of evolutionary biology really stand up in the face of anthropological scrutiny? Although some of their contributions to the study of human nature are reasonable and illuminating, others go well beyond Darwin and are the product of a materialist world-view with a deeply anti-human agenda, rather than of objective and evidence-based science.2

Anthropologists have also learned a good deal about the varieties of religion and human moral systems, which we come to in the second chapter. Here it needs to be remembered that the simpler, non-literate societies traditionally studied by anthropologists are far more typical of the human race than modern industrialised societies, which have only been around for a few generations. Atheist stereotypes of religion as nothing more than a survival of ancient beliefs in supernatural beings, and of religious morality as unthinking obedience to the arbitrary commandments of these inscrutable deities, are uninformed, and ignore the ways in which religion has changed and developed from its earlier forms to those we find in the world religions. The second chapter is therefore an anthropological account of what religion is about and how it has evolved in some fundamental respects, and shows that a system of ethics based on advanced forms of religion must be systematically different in some respects from a purely secular one.

In fact, religion does make distinctive and essential contributions to morality after all, though not necessarily in ways that it is popularly supposed to do. Here, it is essential to understand in the first place that our basic moral ideas such as helping others and fairness don’t come from God at all, but from our experience of living in society and from our human nature. To this extent we can indeed be good without God. The world religions, however, go further than our social experience: they assume that the universe makes sense and that we have a special place in it, and make their distinctive contribution to the higher
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aspects of ethics, in such ideas as the superiority of spiritual over material values, humility and selflessness, the brotherhood of man, and the moral dignity of the individual, and religious morality often goes against human nature and the pressures of society.

In the third chapter we come to Humanism, the most popular form of atheist morality, and we find that its picture of religion is generally a caricature that is not based on any real attempt to consider the evidence. In particular, religion is not necessarily hostile to science, but historically has actually been one of its essential foundations. In examining the claims of Humanism to provide an alternative, secular, system of ethics we discover that it is really just a resumé of fashionable Western liberalism, and glorifies pride and worldly success. Although they are enormously enthusiastic about human rights, and regard them as the secular replacement of the Gospels and far superior to the teachings of Christ, Humanists do not realise that they were originally the product of Christian civilisation. In the Darwinian world of nature, however, which they claim is the only one, there can be no such things as rights, either for humans or for animals, but only the struggle for survival in which we have no more significance than ants or wasps.

Finally, in Chapter 4, we look at some genuinely atheist systems of ethics that have been worked out in modern times. Earlier, I pointed out that religion helps maintain the proper balance between the mutual claims of the individual and society by the mediation of the Divine, which stands outside and above all social orders. Without God, who legitimises the moral demands of the social order, on the one hand, but who also sanctifies the dignity of the individual, on the other, there will be inevitable social pressures either to develop unrestricted individualism, or unrestricted totalitarianism, the worship either of the Self or the State, or merely of Power itself. Here we see how this works out in practice in a variety of atheist moral systems.
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C HAP T E R 1


Human Nature
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The question ‘What is man?’ is probably the most profound that can be asked by man. It has always been central to any system of philosophy or theology... The point I want to make now is that all attempts to answer that question before 1859 [Darwin’s Origin of Species] are worthless and we will be better off if we ignore them completely. (Simpson 1966:472)
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1.  Evolutionary psychologists in the Garden of Eden
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Religious fundamentalists believe that every word of the Bible is literally true. Since it says that God created Adam and Eve, our first parents, in the Garden of Eden the claims by Charles Darwin and biologists since his day that we evolved over millions of years from ancient ape-like creatures therefore can’t be true. But these ‘Creationists’ don’t seem to have noticed that while the Book of Genesis does say that God created Adam and Eve, it also (1.6-10) requires us to believe that the earth is flat, surrounded by the waters below the solid sky, or firmament, (the standard theory in the ancient world). Even Creationists might feel rather awkward
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about defending this view in public, but if they believe in the literal truth of the Bible it is hard to see how they could deny it. The Church actually abandoned the primitive idea of a flat earth quite early in its history, and in AD 415, for example, St Augustine wrote a treatise On the Literal Interpretation of Genesis, in which he argued that the Bible was about faith and morals and not a science text-book, and that whether one thought the earth was round or flat was entirely irrelevant to salvation. His argument that the Bible and science are quite distinct sources of authority was later quoted by Galileo against the Inquisition, and no anthropologist could take the mythical account of human origins in Genesis as serious science. (Myths can convey important truths, but they are not intended as literal fact.)

DNA evidence, in particular, gives compelling support to the basic Darwinian claim that humans evolved from a pre-human life-form over millions of years in East Africa. Biologists, on the other hand, are in the habit of inflating the significance of this and claiming that everything about how we think and behave can be explained as adaptations to prehistoric life in East Africa.

The first problem is that the detailed evidence about the seven million years or so during which our ancestors evolved from the Common Ancestor of the African great apes and ourselves into Homo sapiens is remarkably small. (The skeletal evidence itself, though of great importance, would fit in the boot of a car.) Even such basic adaptive problems as why we came to walk upright, why we began to use tools, why we lost our hairy coats, why our brains expanded disproportionately to our body size, why alone among all species we came to use fire to cook our food, and how we acquired language are still hotly debated.

‘Evolutionary psychologists’, who claim that our human abilities and traits are very specific adaptations to the problems of pre-historic life on the savannah in East Africa, have not faced up to the fact that we know virtually nothing about what this life involved, about the social relations and organisation of our




ancestors in those remote epochs, and still less about their mental capacities. If we are going to use the theory of natural selection to explain the characteristics of any species, it is obviously essential to have a detailed knowledge of their behaviour in relation to their environment. In the case of a social species it is particularly important to observe the relations between individuals, and modern studies of chimpanzees and gorillas are obvious examples of how this should be done. But while it is reasonable to assume that our ancestors in this remote period lived in very small groups of gatherers and scavenger/hunters, and to deduce from this that we must have been an innately sociable species for a very long time, and that some of the well-established gender differences seem to be adaptations to this way of life, it is difficult to be sure about much else. Normal science proceeds from the known to the unknown, but evolutionary psychology tries to do it the other way round.

Language is central to human culture, but we do not even know when our ancestors were first able to utter sentences like ‘Shall we go hunting tomorrow?’, and it is quite possible that they only achieved this level of linguistic ability well within the last 100,000 years or so. But without language there would have been no way of referring to the future or the past, no means of conveying information, no group planning, no way of communicating group norms and ideas of sharing and cheating, and no discussion of technology and other problems of survival. We cannot even imagine what a pre-linguistic human society might have been like. It cannot be sufficiently emphasized, therefore, that our profound ignorance about early humans is quite incompatible with any informed discussion of possible adaptations.

Even in the case of the earliest Homo sapiens sapiens from around 200,000 years ago we do not know what sort of things they might have said to each other, (or if they could have said much at all), what made them laugh, or even if they laughed, what they quarrelled about or how they organised sharing within the group. Nor do we have any idea when they first had personal names,
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or when they could form the ideas of ‘grandfather’, or ‘mother’s brother’, or when they developed the idea of some sort of official union between adult men and women, or if they exchanged women between bands, or how hunting cooperation was organized, or what sort of leadership existed. Nor do we know when humans first had ideas of magic and symbolism, gods, ghosts, and spirits, or when or why they first performed religious rituals and disposed of the dead in a more than merely physical manner.

Ignoring these drastic limitations on our knowledge has meant that many so-called ‘adaptive explanations’ are merely pseudo-scientific ‘Just So Stories’, often made up without any anthropological knowledge, that have increasingly brought evolutionary psychology into disrepute. For example, it has been claimed (in the Proceedings of the Royal Society1 no less) that more than a million years ago, early humans lost their body hair because it was full of nasty parasites, and potential mates therefore preferred partners with the least amount of hair so that it was eliminated by sexual selection. Instead of body hair, humans took to wearing clothes: ‘clothes, unlike fur, can be changed and cleaned’.2 We know nothing whatsoever about the sexual preferences of our ancestors a million years ago, but at least we know they could not possibly have had clothes, because these have only been around for a few thousand years since the introduction of farming and weaving.3 Another example of an adaptive theory, recently published in New Scientist4, is obviously based on the author’s experience of living in London rather than on any anthropological knowledge about hunter-gatherers. ‘The first, and most ancient function of manners is to solve the problem of how to be social without getting sick [from other people’s germs].’ No it isn’t. If there was a ‘first and most ancient function of manners’ it would have been to reduce social friction among small groups of people who have to live and get along with one another, and a hunter-gatherer band was, in any case, the environment where one had the least chance in human history of catching a disease from someone else.5 Some




years previously, New Scientist also published an evolutionary explanation of nightmares: ‘In the ancestral environment human life was short and full of threats’, so that ‘A dream-production mechanism that tends to select threatening events, and to simulate them over and over again in various combinations, would have been valuable for the development of threat-avoiding skills’.

Since most people wake up screaming when the threat comes, however, nightmares seem a most unpromising educational tool. And as I write, yet another evolutionary knee-slapper has appeared, in Biological Reviews6, this time maintaining that men’s faces and jaws are more robust than women’s because for millions of years men have engaged in fist fights. The problem here is that we know from anthropological studies that hunter-gatherers are not recorded as engaging in fist fights but in physical conflicts typically use weapons like clubs, spears, or rocks because they are so much more effective than trying to use one’s bare hands. Boxing as such is a skill that has to be deliberately taught and is only found in a small minority of societies which makes it extremely unlikely that it was an important form of human combat for millions of years.

The second problem is that if our ancestors were so closely adapted to the environment of prehistoric East Africa, this should be able to tell us a great deal about their subsequent behaviour, especially during the last 10,000 years of maximal social and cultural change. For example, we would expect humans, in their expansion all over the globe, to have chosen environments with a discernible resemblance to the savannah of East Africa7, and to have avoided those that differed markedly from it, like rain-forests, deserts, the arctic, islands in the Pacific Ocean, and high mountain ranges. We would also expect them, after millions of years of simple, egalitarian hunter-gatherer existence in small groups, to have been strongly resistant to the formation of large-scale, highly stratified societies, and again to have had great difficulty in mastering mathematics, science, and modern
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electronic technology, just to mention a few glaring examples of major cultural change.

Yet we know very well that in these and innumerable other respects, human habitats, social organisation, culture, technology and modes of thought have diverged in wildly different ways from the simple model of Man in his prehistoric environment, so that evolutionary psychology has no predictive value at all in these essential respects. This alone makes it very unlikely that human abilities and dispositions were ever closely adapted to particular ancestral conditions. ‘Among the multitude of animals which scamper, fly, burrow and swim around us, man is the only one who is not locked into his environment. His imagination, his reason, his emotional subtlety and toughness, make it possible for him not to accept the environment but to change it.’8

Thirdly, Man’s extraordinary intellectual abilities, in particular, raise the problem that in Darwinian theory biological adaptations can only be to existing circumstances, never to those that might be encountered in the future. We did not acquire our mathematical abilities, for example, so that thousands of years later we could be good with computers. This fundamental point about human abilities was first made by A.R.Wallace, Darwin’s co-formulator of the theory of natural selection, who had extensive first-hand acquaintance with hunter-gatherers of the Amazon and south-east Asia. He noted that on the one hand their mode of life made only very limited intellectual demands on them, and did not require abstract concepts of number and geometry, space, time, music, and advanced ethical principles, yet as individuals they were potentially capable of mastering the highly demanding cognitive skills of modern industrial civilisation if they were given the chance to acquire them. Since, as noted, natural selection can only produce traits that are adapted to existing, and not future, conditions, it ‘could only have endowed savage man with a brain a little superior to that of an ape, where he actually possesses one little inferior to that of a philosopher’.9




This is particularly obvious in the case of mathematics, where even today many simple cultures, especially hunter-gatherers but including some shifting cultivators may only have words for single, pair, and many. The Tauade of Papua New Guinea with whom I lived were like this, and indeed, the hunter-gatherer Piraha of South America are described10 as having no number words at all, not even the grammatical distinction between singular and plural. We can get a good idea why this should be so from the example of a Cree hunter from eastern Canada: he was asked in a court case involving land how many rivers there were in his hunting territory, and did not know:




The hunter knew every river in his territory individually and therefore had no need to know how many there were. Indeed, he would know each stretch of each river as an individual thing and therefore had no need to know in numerical terms how long the rivers were. The point of the story is that we count things when we are ignorant of their individual identity – this can arise when we don’t have enough experience of the objects, when there are too many of them to know individually, or when they are all the same, none of which conditions obtain very often for a hunter. If he has several knives they will be known individually by their different sizes, shapes, and specialized uses. If he has several pairs of moccasins they will be worn to different degrees, having been made at different times, and may be of different materials and design.11




What needs to be emphasised here, therefore, is that our hunter-gatherer ancestors could easily have survived without the need for verbal numerals or for any counting at all, and
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that consequently there could have been no selective pressure for arithmetical skills to evolve in the specific conditions of the Pleistocene of East Africa. As we all know, mathematics has only flowered in the last few centuries, and among a tiny minority of people, far too brief a time-span for natural selection to have had the least effect. The mathematician Keith Devlin very reasonably concludes: ‘Whatever features of our brain enable (some of) us to do mathematics must have been present long before we had any mathematics. Those crucial features, therefore, must have evolved to fulfil some other purpose’(my emphasis).12

Because we have no idea what that ‘other purpose’ might have been, we are obviously not going to discover the origin of the mathematical features of the human brain from anything we suppose our ancestors might have been doing in pre-history.

Mathematics is only one particularly glaring example of a whole range of advanced human thought in logic, philosophy, and science, of a type known as ‘formal operations’, which has only emerged in literate civilisations, and is never found among hunter-gatherers. This general type of thought must therefore be the result, like mathematics, of the brain using its faculties in novel ways, which therefore cannot be traced back to African prehistory. So while Man has clearly evolved from non-human primates, speculation by evolutionary psychologists about how modern human nature and abilities might be adaptations to what our ancestors’ life on the African savannah might, or might not, have been like, has contributed remarkably little to science. Here we have learnt vastly more by studying living people around us today,

as we shall see in the next section.
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2.  Co-operation and altruism
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In the twentieth century, as part of their opposition to racial theories, anthropologists in particular adopted the highly implausible view that there is no such thing as human nature and that all aspects of human behaviour, even the differences



between the sexes, are simply the results of the particular culture in which we have grown up. According to Clifford Geertz, ‘There is no such thing as a human nature independent of culture’13, and the only thing that can be said about human nature is that ‘it is unbelievably malleable’, to quote Margaret Mead.

This contradicted a long intellectual tradition in Western thought that there is indeed a human nature and that it is fundamentally selfish. The Social Contract theory of Locke and Hobbes, for example, was based on this view of human nature, and assumed that the government and the state were established by essentially selfish individuals only because the cost of conflict had become unbearable. (Aristotle, on the contrary, had supposed that we were inherently social.) In Freud’s view, the Id was what we were naturally, the oldest and most primitive part of the personality, basically anti-social and driven to satisfy the primal instincts of sex and aggression. Again, a long individualist tradition in economics has assumed that we are basically rational individuals who act entirely out of our own self-interest, with the aim of maximising our own gains in every situation, and the extremely influential Rawlsian model of justice also takes it for granted that we should think of society essentially in terms of competing individuals. This individualist model of human nature has been reinforced since the 1960s by evolutionary biologists claiming that we must be fundamentally selfish, since any altruistic impulses of individuals to sacrifice their own welfare for that of others would have been weeded out by natural selection. (This was in marked contrast to the earlier view of biologists that successful groups, as well as individuals, would be selected for.) Richard Dawkins has put the modern view very clearly:




The argument of this book is that we, and all other animals, are machines created by our genes. Like successful Chicago gangsters, our genes have survived, in some cases for millions of years, in
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a highly competitive world. This entitles us to expect certain qualities in our genes. I shall argue that a predominant quality to be expected in a successful gene is ruthless selfishness. This gene selfishness will usually give rise to selfishness in individual behaviour... Be warned that if you wish, as I do, to build a society in which individuals cooperate generously and unselfishly towards a common good, you can expect little help from biological nature. Let us try to teach generosity and altruism, because we are born selfish. Let us understand what our own selfish genes are up to, because we may then at least have the chance to upset their designs, something which no other species has ever aspired to.14



How we can be ‘born selfish’ but at the same time hope to upset our genes’ designs and become altruists is not discussed. But he goes on to explain, (popularising the work of the biologist Bill Hamilton, and his theory of kin selection, or inclusive fitness), that we are actually programmed by natural selection to maximize the reproductive success of our genes, and so we can only be altruistic to other people if they are our kin like siblings, nephews, or close cousins. This ‘nepotism’ makes evolutionary sense because they, too, share some of our genes and in assisting them we are helping to propagate those genes we have in common. The leading biologist Richard Alexander therefore concluded that human societies are nothing more than collections of individuals seeking their own self-interest, and our belief that normal people will sometimes make sacrifices to help non-relatives and strangers is not supported by a shred of evidence.15 He claimed that inclusive fitness theory resolves ‘the ancient philosophical paradox whether humans are really selfish individualists or group altruists, and provided, I believe, the first simple, general theory of human nature with a



high likelihood of widespread acceptance’, and asserted that the theory could never be disproved or even need revision.

This confidence turned out to be rather premature, however, since more recent research has shown that individual altruism can easily evolve in situations where several groups are in competition. While selfishness will beat altruism within a group, if altruists and non-altruists are concentrated in different groups, the groups with more altruists will be at a competitive advantage over the groups with fewer altruists, and will therefore grow larger than them.16 Darwin’s belief in group, as well as individual, selection has therefore been vindicated. The theory that an inherently social species such as Man could nevertheless be basically selfish was always thoroughly implausible anyway, and Alexander could provide no convincing explanation of how a species of selfish individualists has nevertheless managed to live in societies of many millions.

At this point I should also stress that the biologists’ assumption of a clear conflict between selfishness and altruism does not have nearly as much relevance to human society as it does to animal groups. Not only can much human co-operation be explained by enlightened self-interest – co-operation in a task may clearly be to everyone’s benefit, one’s reputation may suffer if one does not help, and so on – but giving significant help to others may involve little or no cost to the donor. This is especially true of information, one of the unique features of human society, as in warning someone about a poisonous plant.

But it is also quite clear that we have evolved a natural disposition to help one another out of sympathy17, and we should note the importance of sympathy and kindness as one of the essential foundations of ethical behaviour. A wide range of animals, too, are clearly capable of this as we know from the friendship between ourselves and our pets, for example, and sympathy probably first emerged as an aspect of parental care.18
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In this sense of mutual kindness and co-operation we need not hesitate, therefore, to agree with biologists that we have inherited some essential features of moral behaviour from our mammalian ancestors. But feelings alone do not constitute morality in the human sense, and the co-operation involved in human society and morality involves distinctively human cognitive processes as well as sentiments, as we shall now see.

Modern experimental research has repeatedly confirmed what we have always known: that while human beings can indeed be selfish, aggressive, and competitive they are also innately co- operative and pro-social, regardless of kinship and nepotism, (and are quite distinct from apes in this respect).

It is of course true that ‘All viable organisms must have a selfish streak; they must be concerned about their own survival and well-being or they will not be leaving many offspring. But human co-operation and helpfulness are, as it were, laid on top of this self-interested foundation’ (Tomasello 2009:4-5). Professor Tomasello’s comparative research at the Max Planck Institute of Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig, conducted on infants of 12 to 24 months, and on chimpanzees, has confirmed that, unlike apes, ‘To an unprecedented degree, Homo sapiens are adapted for acting and thinking co-operatively in cultural groups...’ (xv). Inclusive fitness theorists concentrate almost entirely on gift- giving as the test of altruism, but Tomasello points out that this is far too narrow not only because it should include assistance and information, but because altruism is only one part of a much more comprehensive pattern of cognitively-based collaboration and mutual assistance, and an atmosphere of tolerance and trust that is innate and uniquely human.

Human infants start co-operating at about a year, and when 14-18 month-old infants were put in situations where adult strangers needed help with a variety of problems, like picking up something they had dropped, or opening a cupboard door, the infants spontaneously helped them. ‘To help others flexibly in



these ways, infants need, first, to be able to perceive others’ goals in a variety of situations, and second to have the altruistic motive to help them’ (7). This behaviour emerges very early without training. Parental rewards do not increase infant helpfulness but actually inhibit it, and it occurs cross-culturally. Very young children may also offer to share, and the tendency to share increases with age, being accompanied by a rapid growth in the capacity for empathy. Again, ‘teaching is a form of altruism, founded on a motive to help, in which individuals donate information to others for their use’ (xiv), and humans actively teach each other things without regard to kinship. Even before speech develops, infants will try to provide information to adult strangers who need it by pointing, but apes do not understand this type of informative pointing at all. They do sometimes point at humans, but only to indicate that they want something for themselves; on the other hand, ‘Confronted with pointing, [human] infants appear to ask themselves “why does she think that my attending to that cup will be helpful or

relevant to me?”’ (18).

Infants also have an innate grasp of rules, in the sense of readily understanding that things should be done in a certain way, and try to enforce this. Children therefore legislate norms by themselves, regardless of parental instruction, even when not immediately involved in an activity, so that, observing a solitary game, they will condemn a puppet who is introduced and then disobeys the rules. The notion of the ideal way of how a game ought to be played follows directly from watching an adult, and children don’t need to see the adult corrected. So rules are not just instrumental guides to the children’s own effective action, but ‘are supra-individual entities that carry social force independently of such instrumental considerations’ (38). Children’s earliest norms (at around 3 years) are therefore true social norms, and they result from something more than either the fear of authority or the promise of reciprocity. These cannot, in particular, account for



[image: image]

the child’s active enforcement of social norms, since they are not taught to do this (39).

For this degree of co-ordination and communication to be possible, the participants must therefore have (1) a joint goal in the sense that they, in mutual knowledge, do X together, and (2) the participants must co-ordinate their roles which are interdependent, and this requires communication. Tomasello calls this form of interaction ‘We-mode’. In the case of chimps hunting monkeys, however, while individuals are mutually responsive to one
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