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On the Origin of Altruism
How do humans actually behave when faced with the decision to help others? The innate
desire that compels humans to help is called altruism by psychologists. Through this feeling,
humans transform from a selfish animal to a more compassionate and caring person. Some
psychologists believe that this feeling stems from nature itself. Despite the fact that some
altruistic acts originate from the pressures of society, altruism predominantly comes from the
evolutionary functions, the willingness to keep the group, and the empathy link.
Before a case can be made for the causes of altruism, altruism must first be defined. Most
leading psychologists agree that the definition of altruism is “a motivational state with the
ultimate goal of increasing another’s welfare” (Batson 111). The only way for a person to be
truly altruistic is if their intent is to help others before themselves. However, the only thing
humans can see are other’s actions, and so, selfish intent may seem the same as altruistic intent.
Alas, the only way that altruism can be judged is through hypothetical intent. We must conclude
that only specific intents can be defined as altruistic, and as intent emanating from nature
benefits the group while other intent benefits the individual, only actions caused by nature are
truly altruistic.
One proof for nature as the foundation of altruism can be found by studying more basic
life forms and relating them to humans. There are cases where ants will willingly die by
suffocation to seal the anthill from foreign attacks. There is also the honeybee’s sting, which rips

Ding 2

out the honeybee’s own internal organs, and has been described as “instruments of altruistic selfsacrifice. Although the individual dies, the bee’s genes, shared in the colony of relatives, survive.”
(Rushton 141). This behavior proves that even the most fundamental forms of life willingly lay
down their lives for the benefit of society. Because death is the ultimate sacrifice, as it is the
“most complete and permanent change”, no action that directly leads to death can possess selfish
influences (White 233). As these basic species who exhibit altruism tend to do better in the
animal kingdom, and as humans are arguably the most powerful species, we can conclude that
humans evolved so that altruism would be apparent, leading to the betterment of the entire
population. (Liu and Chang)
Altruism is often seen in the benevolent acts that family members express towards one
another. Because of the significant amount of genes we share with our kin, the survival of a
family is prioritized equally to the survival of the individual. Family members tend to behave
more altruistically towards each other as they understand that the survival of one is equivalent to
the survival of all. “Parents (adults) are in a maximally favorable position to dispense
inexpensive aid to offspring (eggs) that maximally resembles the parents genetically”, and so,
behave altruistically towards their offspring (Alexander 462). As altruism “involves a loss of
individual fitness, [it] can evolve only by group selection” (Nunney 228). Therefore, we can see
that nature’s force of the survival of the group is a primary driving factor for the appearance of
altruism.
Lastly, another definitive explanation for natural causes of altruism is that empathy is the
force that drives altruism. It is through the link to others that inspires the need to help them.
Empathy “evokes altruistic motivation directed towards the ultimate goal of reducing the needy
person’s suffering” (Batson 115). However, empathy is deeply rooted in nature. The act of
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feeling other’s pain even exists within primates like chimpanzees. (O’Conell, 398) Research has
uncovered that the human brain is hard-wired to light up in areas of pain when those around are
in pain (Singer et al). Therefore, altruistic acts can be more or less a biological reflex instilled in
us. If no altruism is shown, humans would show symptoms of a negative reaction: guilt. Guilt is
very important as it is primarily driven by empathy; humans do not feel guilty towards people
they are not empathetic towards. Guilt also acts as a natural backlash if we do not behave
altruistically. The positive incentive of empathy coupled with the potential for negative backlash
from guilt is nature’s way of forcing humans to behave altruistically.
Even though there has been much proof for a natural cause of altruism, some scientists
believe humans are altruistic because they hope society will notice them and reward them.
Unfortunately, this conclusion is faulty, as the reward from society seems to be the primary goal
in this “reciprocal altruism”, and therefore this type of behavior does not correspond to our
accepted definition. (Trivers 35) Instead of being selfless, this behavior encourages helping
yourself, and will be able to turn quickly based on the situation. In fact, when society “is most in
need of prosocial[sic] behavior, cooperation based on reciprocal altruism will collapse” (Gintis
163). Other altruistic acts that seem to be ‘taught’ by society are similar in intent. For an act to be
accepted by society, one’s intent is directed towards acceptance, and therefore, towards their own
goals (Jensen 4). As this type of intent would not count to be truly altruistic, it is unable to
support the causes of altruism.
Through this paper, an analysis on the foundation of altruism has been conducted, and it
has been found that nature, not nurture, is the true cause of what psychologists call ‘altruism’.
This search for the cause has not been futile, as through it we have gained a better understanding
of what sets humans apart from the rest of the animal kingdom. It is not our society that pushes
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us towards this behavior, but how we live. While others may hold out on the case for nurture,
pointing at reciprocal altruism, the arguments of evolutionary altruism, group altruism, and the
empathy-altruism link verify nature as the root of altruism.

Ding 5

Works Cited
Alexander, Richard D., and Gerald Borgia. “Group Selection, Altruism, and the Levels of
Organization of Life.” Annual Review of Ecology and Systematics 9 (1978): 449-474.
JSTOR. Web. 5 Feb. 2012.
Batson, C. Daniel and Laura L. Shaw. “Evidence for Altruism: Toward a Pluralism of Prosocial
Motives.” Psychological Inquiry 2.2 (1991): 107-122. JSTOR. Web. 5.Feb. 2012.
Dach-Gruschow, Karl Otto. Peace on Earth and Goodwill Toward Men: Altruism of Long Term
Volunteers Diss. University of Illinois at Urbana-Chamaign, 2011. Print.
Gintis, Herbert, Samuel Bowles, Robert Boyd, and Ermst Fehr. “Explaining Altruistic Behavior
in Humans.” Evolution and Human Behavior 24 (2003): 153-172. JSTOR. Web. 5 Feb.
2012
Jensen, Michael C. Self-Interest, Altruism, Incentives, and Agency Theory. Diss. Harvard
Business School, 1994. Print.
Liu, Alexander and Eric Chang. Altruism, A Simulated Investigation. Thesis. University of
California, Los Angeles Computer Science. 2008. Print.
Nunney, Len. “Group Selection, Altruism, and Structured-Deme Models.” The American
Naturalist 126.2 (1985): 212-230. JSTOR. Web. 10 Feb. 2012.
O’Connell, Sanjida M. “Empathy in Chimpanzees: Evidence for Theory of Mind?” Primates
26.3 (1995): 397-410. SpringerLink. Web. 10 Feb. 2012.
Rushton, J. Philippe. “Is Altruism Innate?” Psychological Inquiry 2.2 (1991): 141-143. JSTOR.
Web. 5 Feb. 2012.
Singer, Tania and Ben Seymore, John O’Doherty, Holger Kaube, Raymond J. Dolan, and Chris
D, Frith. “Empathy for Pain Involves the Affective but not Sensory Components of Pain”
Science 303(2004): 1157-1162. Web. 10.Feb. 2012.
Thomas, George and C. Daniel Batson. “Effect of Helping Under Normative Pressure on SelfPerceived Altruism.” Social Psychology Quarterly 44.2 (1981): 127-131. JSTOR. Web.
5 Feb. 2012
Trivers, Robert L. “The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism” The Quarterly Review of Biology
46.1 (1971). JSTOR. Web. 5. Feb. 2012.
White, Matthew. The Great Big Book of Horrible Things. New York: WW Norton & Co Inc,
2011. Print.

