
 

Is human cooperativity an outcome of
competition between cultural groups?
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Carla Handley meeting with the Turkana community. Credit: Carla Handley

It may not always seem so, but scientists are convinced that humans are
unusually cooperative. Unlike other animals, we cooperate not just with
kith and kin, but also with genetically unrelated strangers. Consider how
often we rely on the good behavior of acquaintances and strangers—
from the life-saving services of firefighters and nurses, to mundane
activities like our morning commute and queueing at the airport check-in
counter. Of course, we encounter people who cheat, disregard the
welfare of others, and engage in cronyism and nepotism. But we tend to
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perceive these behaviors as deviant, whereas in most animal societies
these behaviors are the gold standard.

The hotly contested issue is why we are the famed cooperators of the
animal kingdom. The answer is thought to be some characteristic that is
exaggerated in humans compared to other animals: language,
intelligence, culture, large-game hunting, or our very needy children.
Teasing apart how these traits influenced the evolution of cooperation
has been challenging and has led to a proliferation of theories—and
acrimonious debates—that emphasize one or other of these
characteristics.

A study by ASU researchers Carla Handley and Sarah Mathew published
in Nature Communications provides some insight on this issue by
pinpointing how culture may have fueled our capacity to cooperate with
strangers. The researchers empirically tested—and
confirmed—predictions of a controversial theory referred to as cultural
group selection theory. The idea is that culturally different groups
compete, causing the spread of traits that give groups a competitive
edge. Cooperation is exactly such a trait—costly for individuals, but
advantageous for groups. Handley was a postdoctoral researcher with
Arizona State University at the time of study, and Mathew is assistant
professor in the ASU School of Human Evolution and Social Change
and research affiliate with the Institute of Human Origins.

During the second half of the 20th century, biologists famously
discredited the idea that selection could act on groups. They found that,
typically, groups are not different enough from each other for selection
to act on. Because individuals migrate, over time migration makes the
composition of groups similar. Group-beneficial behaviors like
cooperation therefore lose out.

The above concern may not apply, however, for behaviors that are
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culturally, rather than genetically, transmitted. When people migrate,
they can, through social learning, culturally acquire the behaviors that
are popular in their new surrounding. Thus, cultural groups can remain
different, even if people move a lot. This means that selection can act on
groups, and group-beneficial behaviors like cooperation can flourish.

  
 

  

Carla Handley meeting with Turkana children and adults. Credit: Carla Handley

"People have the intuition that being cultural helps us cooperate. What
we are showing is that culture allows groups to be different, and
therefore to compete. It is this group competition—ironically—that
sculpted our cooperativity," said Mathew.

To evaluate this theory, Handley and Mathew examined cultural
variation and cooperation among Kenyan pastoralists. They sampled 759
individuals from nine clans spanning four ethnic groups—the Borana,
Rendille, Samburu and Turkana—all of who practice semi-nomadic
subsistence pastoralism in the arid savanna of northern Kenya. These
groups compete intensively among each other for pasture, dry-season
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water wells and livestock, including through lethal cattle raids. The
researchers found that, as predicted, cultural practices and beliefs were
substantially variable between populations. Ten to 20 percent of the
observed cultural variation was between competing groups. In contrast,
typically less one percent of genetic variation is between groups. This
indicated that there is potential for cultural group selection to occur.

Next, they examined who people cooperate with and found that
cooperation is indeed directed towards cultural ingroup members. People
feel obliged to cooperate with strangers, as long as they share their
cultural values, beliefs and norms with those people. Such culturally
parochial cooperation is to be expected if competition between cultural
groups influenced the evolution of cooperation.

"This study is unique as an empirical field test of cultural group selection
by examining how cooperation operates between and within four distinct
ethnolinguistic groups," said Handley. "Taking a step back, it may also
contribute to a reframing of conflict discourse in small-scale societies
where cooperative action has been severely underrepresented and
'illegitimate' violence is regarded as the status quo."

The findings caution that although humans are hyper cooperative, our
evolved cooperative dispositions are still limited in their scale, thus
proving challenging for solving global-scale problems. Innovative
thinking is necessary if we are to save ourselves from climate change,
pandemics, and of course, aliens.

  More information: Handley, C. and Mathew, S. Human large-scale
cooperation as a product of competition between cultural groups. Nature
Communications (2020).
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https://phys.org/tags/cultural+practices/
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