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EEB 210

Spring 2008
Lecture #5:  Altruism; deception
Altruism:  Altruism may be defined as the provision of resources or aid to another individual(s) at one’s own expense.  It is useful to compare altruistic acts to selfish acts, mutualistically beneficial acts, and spiteful acts.  

The concept of inclusive fitness has major implications for the way that evolutionary biologists attempt to analyze and explain instances of altruistic behavior in organisms.  Analysis of some apparent examples of altruism in animals indicates that altruistic acts are often directed toward close relatives (kin).  This has led to the interpretation that a gene for “altruism” may simply be acting to save another copy of itself (in a close kin individual).  Thus, the gene is not sacrificing at its own expense and altruistic acts in this situation may be thought of as an alternative mechanism of gene replication.
Can a gene evolve to behave altruistically toward its alleles?

Biologists have distinguished two types of altruism:
a.  nepotistic altruism---altruism exhibited toward close kin; this form of altruism
 need not be reciprocated in order to contribute to inclusive fitness
b. reciprocal altruism---altruism exhibited toward an unrelated or distantly related individual; in this case, the altruistic act will not contribute to inclusive fitness unless there is reciprocation (reciprocation need not occur in each instance of an altruistic act, but must occur ‘on average’; i.e., a person who is perceived to be generous may frequently be the recipient of the generosity of others, even though not always from the same persons that he/she helped)
Formation of coalitions in chimpanzees---role of mutual grooming, sharing of meat and other very desirable foods

Requirement for accurate assessment of other individuals’ likely behaviors in cases of reciprocal altruism:

a. need to be able to identify particular individuals

b. need to assess likely responses of particular individuals

What characteristic behaviors of humans might have evolved in relation to reciprocal altruism?
Deception:  Deception occurs both between and within species.  Numerous examples of deception between species are provided by the many organisms that mimic other species that are poisonous or distasteful.  For example, viceroy butterflies closely resemble monarch butterflies.  The latter species, but not the former, is distasteful to birds; birds that have learned to avoid monarchs after attempting to eat one will generally avoid viceroys as well. Many other cases of mimicry are known, including species of harmless snakes that mimic the color patterns or behaviors of poisonous snakes.
Deception is also very common between members of the same species.  Male garter snakes compete very intensely with each other for opportunities to mate with females as the females emerge, one at a time, from winter torpor.   Male snakes are attracted to females by a pheromone that is secreted from the female’s skin.  A small percentage of males, known as “she males” produce the female pheromone.  This attracts the other males to them; meanwhile, the “she male” may succeed in sneaking a mating with the real female.

Have humans evolved means to deceive other humans?  Chimpanzees have been observed to hide food when other chimps not looking, suggesting a conscious effort to deceive.

