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Chapter 16

Politics

I often think it’s comical

How nature always does contrive
That every boy and every gal,
That’s born into the world alive,
Is either a little Liberal,

Or else a little Conservative!!

GILBERT AND SULLIVAN got it mostly right in 1882: liberal and conservative
political attitudes are largely, though far from completely, heritable. When
identical twins who were separated at birth are tested in adulthood, their po-
litical attitudes turn out to be similar, with a correlation coefficient of .62 (on
a scale from —1 to +1).2 Liberal and conservative attitudes are heritable not, of
course, because attitudes are synthesized directly from DNA but because they
come naturally to people with different temperaments. Conservatives, for ex-
ample, tend to be more authoritarian, conscientious, traditional, and rule-
bound. But whatever its immediate source, the heritability of political
attitudes can explain some of the sparks that fly when liberals and conserva-
tives meet. When it comes to attitudes that are heritable, people react more
quickly and emotionally, are less likely to change their minds, and are more at-
tracted to like-minded people.’

Liberalism and conservatism have not just genetic roots, of course, but
historical and intellectual ones. The two political philosophies were articu-
lated in the eighteenth century in terms that would be familiar to readers of
the editorial pages today, and their foundations can be traced back millennia
to the political controversies of ancient Greece. During the past three cen-
turies, many revolutions and uprisings were fought over these philosophies, as
are the major elections in modern democracies.

This chapter is about the intellectual connections between the sciences of
human natyre and the political rift between right-wing and left-wing political

Politics / 283



hilo i ion i
MS : MMNMMMM.MMMM mebmncow is not a secret. As philosophers have long noted,
i Emm ﬂo::nm_ belief systems but empirical ones, rooted in
o Mm%%mv of human um.EHm. Small wonder that the sciences of
P ﬁwmzmmo mx.w_.om:\m. m<o_.:no:mQ psychology, behavioral
th poliicl sight, which n a modern aniversty s sbowt Fepns d
i . 1versity is about the worst thing you
aoc:&w Mv““ MOHWMWDW. No one can 5&.8 sense of the no:ﬁwoéammm M:?
R > brain, genes, and 9.5?:0: without understanding their
with ancient political fault lines. E. O. Wilson learned this too late:

Ih N
- HMM Wmﬁw. J_W:mmmaam by the attack [on Sociobiology]. Having expected
ontal fire from social scientists on primari i i
ltal fi primarily evidential ground
I had received instead a political enfilade from the flank. A few omvmmawmm
were surprised that I was surpri :
re : prised. John Maynard Smith, a seni
MHE_H&.N evolutionary biologist and former Marxist, said that wvm &mEMMM
; e nmﬁ chapter of Sociobiology himself and “it was also absolutely obvi-
us OWSQIH nm::o.ﬂ believe Wilson didn’t know—that this was going to
Wﬂué .,m mnm.mﬁ hostility from American Marxists, and Marxists every-
so““ wwﬂ it was me. 5 H.: 1975 I was a political naif: I knew almost
=i m.m A.UE chcm._d as either a political belief or a mode of analysis
i Mm ﬂmi ME_M mmzobzo: to the dynamism of the activist left, and I rmmv
T heard of Science for the People. I was it
: not even an intel i
the European or New York—Cambridge sense. e

As we H
ki MMMW Mmﬂ.. ﬁwm .:mw< sciences of human nature really do resonate with
at historically were closer to the right th
e alibrimerErens A e right than to the left. But today
t as predictable. The accusati
. ation that these sci i
ar ; e sciences are ir-
L MEMUW conservative comes from the Left Pole, the mythical place from
1Ci 1 = ws 2
:mERM irections are E.WE. The political associations of a belief in human
A o n_MommD: Q.Hm liberal-conservative dimension, and many political
$ Invoke evolution and genetics to argue for policies on the left
vH‘ 3 T~ ’
HE SCIEN :
BT o:momw OM r:.Bm: nature are pressing on two political hot buttons,
iy wo:an&. r._m rst is how we conceptualize the entity known as “society.”
oW Pl omo.ﬁwmw Roger Masters has shown how sociobiology (and re-
i mEmmM_Mmm w:uow._umﬁ M«o_cco? genetics, and brain science) inadvertently
ncient dispute b iti :
S P etween two traditions of understanding the
Inth iologi s oy
) MM%E&Q%SN tradition, a society is a cohesive organic entity and its in-
e “NQMM mwn. mere parts. People are thought to be social by their very
= e W : nction as constituents of a larger superorganism. This is the
of Plato, Hegel, Marx, Durkheim, Weber, Kroeber, the sociologist

284 / Hot Buttons

Talcott Parsons, the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, and postmodernism
in the humanities and social sciences.

In the economic or social contract tradition, society is an arrangement ne-
gotiated by rational, self-interested individuals. Society emerges when people
agree to sacrifice some of their autonomy in exchange for security from the
depredations of others wielding their autonomy. It is the tradition of Thrasy-
machus in Plato’s Republic, and of Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau,
Smith, and Bentham. In the twentieth century it became the basis for the ra-
tional actor or “economic man” models in economics and political science,
and for cost-benefit analyses of public choices.

The modern theory of evolution falls smack into the social contract tradi-
tion. It maintains that complex adaptations, including behavioral strategies,
evolved to benefit the individual (indeed, the genes for those traits within an
individual), not the community, species, or ecosystem.® Social organization
evolves when the long-term benefits to the individual outweigh the immediate
costs. Darwin was influenced by Adam Smith, and many of his successors an-
alyze the evolution of sociality using tools that come right out of economics,
such as game theory and other optimization techniques.

Reciprocal altruism, in particular, is just the traditional concept of the so-
cial contract restated in biological terms. Of course, humans were never soli-
tary (as Rousseau and Hobbes incorrectly surmised), and they did not
inaugurate group living by haggling over a contract at a particular time and
place. Bands, clans, tribes, and other social groups are central to human exis-
tence and have been so for as long as we have been a species. But the logic of so-

cial contracts may have propelled the evolution of the mental faculties that

_keep us in these groups. Social arrangements are evolutionarily contingent,
arising when the benefits of group living exceed the costs.” With a slightly dif-
ferent ecosystem and evolutionary history, we could have ended up like our
cousins the orangutans, who are almost entirely solitary. And according to
evolutionary biology, all societies—animal and human—seethe with conflicts
of interest and are held together by shifting mixtures of dominance and coop-
eration.

Throughout the book we have seen how the sciences of human nature
have clashed with the sociological tradition. The social sciences were taken
over by the doctrine that social facts live in their own universe, separate from
the universe of individual minds. In Chapter 4 we saw an alternative concep-
tion in which cultures and societies arise from individual people pooling their
discoveries and negotiating the tacit agreements that underlie social reality.
We saw how a departure from the sociological paradigm was a major heresy of
Wilson’s Sociobiology, and that the primacy of society was a foundation of
Marxism and played a role in its disdain for the interests of individual people.

The division between the sociological and economic traditions is aligned
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and its aftermath were called conservatives; Reagan and Thatcher were called
lutionaries. Liberals are liberal about sexual behavior but not about busi-

revo
conservatives want to conserve communities and traditions,

ness practices;
but they also favor the free market economy that subverts them. People who

call themselves “classical liberals” are likely to be called “conservatives” by ad-
herents of the version of leftism known as political correctness.

Nor can most contemporary liberals and conservatives articulate the cores
of their belief systems. Liberals think that conservatives are just amoral pluto-
crats, and conservatives think that if you are not a liberal before you are twenty
you have no heart but if you are a liberal after you are twenty you have no brain
(attributed variously to Georges Clemenceau, Dean Inge, Benjamin Disraeli,
and Maurice Maeterlinck). Strategic alliances—such as the religious funda-
mentalists and free-market technocrats on the right, or the identity politicians
and civil libertarians on the left—may frustrate the search for any intellectual
common denominator. Everyday political debates, such as whether tax rates
should be exactly what they are or a few points higher or lower, are just as un-
informative.

The most sweeping attempt to survey the underlying dimension is
Thomas Sowell’s A Conflict of Visions.® Not every ideological struggle fits his
scheme, but as we say in social science, he has identified a factor that can ac-
count for a large proportion of the variance. Sowell explains two “visions” of
the nature of human beings that were expressed in their purest forms by Ed-
mund Burke (1729-1797), the patron of secular conservatism, and William
Godwin (1756-1836), the British counterpart to Rousseau. In earlier times
they might have been referred to as different visions of the perfectibility of
man. Sowell calls them the Constrained Vision and the Unconstrained Vision;
TIwill refer to them as the Tragic Vision (a term he uses in a later book) and the
Utopian Vision.’

In the Tragic Vision, humans are inherently limited in knowledge, wis-
dom, and virtue, and all social arrangements must acknowledge those limits.
“Mortal things suit mortals best,” wrote Pindar; “from the crooked timber of
humanity no truly straight thing can be made,” wrote Kant. The Tragic Vision
is associated with Hobbes, Burke, Smith, Alexander Hamilton, James Madi-
son, the jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., the economists Friedrich Hayek and
Milton Friedman, the philosophers Isaiah Berlin and Karl Popper, and the
legal scholar Richard Posner.

In the Utopian Vision, psychological limitations are artifacts that come
from our social arrangements, and we should not allow them to restrict our
8aze from what is possible in a better world. Its creed might be “Some people
= things as they are and ask ‘why?’; I dream things that never were and ask
Mwwwwomm The quotation is often attributed to the icon of 1960s liberalism,

. Kennedy, but it was originally penned by the Fabian socialist George
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Bernard Shaw (who also wrote, “There is nothing that can be changed more
completely than human nature when the job is taken in hand early enough”).1°
The Utopian Vision is also associated with Rousseau, Godwin, Condorcet,
Thomas Paine, the jurist Earl Warren, the economist John Kenneth Galbraith,
and to a lesser extent the political philosopher Ronald Dworkin.

In the Tragic Vision, our moral sentiments, no matter how beneficent,
overlie a deeper bedrock of selfishness. That selfishness is not the cruelty or
aggression of the psychopath, but a concern for our well-being that is so much
a part of our makeup that we seldom reflect on it and would waste our time

lamenting it or trying to erase it. In his book The Theory of Moral Sentiments,
Adam Smith remarked:

Let us suppose that the great empire of China, with all its myriads of in-
habitants, was suddenly swallowed up by an earthquake, and let us con-
sider how a man of humanity in Europe, who had no sort of connection
with that part of the world, would react upon receiving intelligence of
this dreadful calamity. He would, I imagine, first of all express very
strongly his sorrow for the misfortune of that unhappy people, he would
make many melancholy reflections upon the precariousness of human
life, and the vanity of all the labours of man, which could thus be anni-
hilated in a2 moment. He would, too, perhaps, if he was a man of specu-
lation, enter into many reasonings concerning the effects which this
disaster might produce upon the commerce of Europe, and the trade
and business of the world in general. And when all this fine philosophy
was over, when all these humane sentiments had been once fairly ex-
pressed, he would pursue his business or his pleasure, take his repose or
his diversion, with the same ease and tranquillity as if no such accident
had happened. The most frivolous disaster which could befall himself
would occasion a more real disturbance. If he was to lose his little finger
tomorrow, he would not sleep to-night; but provided he never saw
them, he would snore with the most profound security over the ruin of
a hundred million of his brethren.!!

In the Tragic Vision, moreover, human nature has not changed. Traditions
such as religion, the family, social customs, sexual mores, and political institu-
tions are a distillation of time-tested techniques that let us work around the
shortcomings of human nature. They are as applicable to humans today as
they were when they developed, even if no one today can explain their ratio-
nale. However imperfect society may be, we should measure it against the cru-
elty and deprivation of the actual past, not the harmony and affluence of an
imagined future. We are fortunate enough to live in a society that more or less
works, and our first priority should be not to screw it up, because human na-
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The future does not belong to those who are content with today,
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apathetic toward common problems and their fellow man alike, timid
and fearful in the face of new ideas and bold projects. Rather it will be-
long to those who can blend vision, reason and courage in a personal
commitment to the ideals and great enterprises of American Society.
Our future may lie beyond our vision, but it is not completely be-
yond our control. It is the shaping impulse of America that neither fate
nor nature nor the irresistible tides of histor
hands, matched to reason and principle, will determine our destiny.
There is pride in that, even arrogance, but there is also experience and
truth. In any event, it is the only way we can live.!?

Y, but the work of our own

Those with the Tragic Vision are unmoved by ringing declarations attrib-
uted to the first-person plural we, our, and us. They are more likely to use the
pronouns as the cartoon possum Pogo did: We have met the enemy,

us. We are all members of the same flawed species. Putting our mo
into practice means imposin,
and esteem,

and he is
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especially when the social goals are pitted

their own interests. Thus, say the Tragic Visionaries, the Utopians fail to antic-
ipate that welfare might encourage dependency, or that a restriction on one
pollutant might force people to use another.

Instead, the Tragic Vision looks to systems that produce desirable out-
comes even when no member of the s
Market economies, in this vision,
butcher, brewer,
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all the worse when that
human self-interest. As
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icipating the myriad consequences,
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ystem is particularly wise or virtuous.
accomplish that goal: remember Smith’s
and baker providing us with dinner out of self-interest rather
ce. No mastermind has to understand the intricate flow of
goods and services that make up an economy in order to anticipate who needs
what, and when and where. Property rights give people an incentive to work
and produce; contracts allow them to enjoy gains in trade. Prices convey infor-
mation about scarcity and demand to producers and consumers, so they can
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Bumble put it, “The law is an ass.”6 An infamous example is the Dred Scott
decision of 1856, in which the Supreme Court ruled on narrow legalistic
grounds that a freed slave could not sue to make his freedom official and that
Congress could not prohibit slavery in federal territories.

Radical political reform, like radical judicial reform, will be more or less
appealing depending on one’s confidence in human intelligence and wisdom.
In the Utopian Vision, solutions to social problems are readily available. Speak-
ing in 1967 about the conditions that breed violence, Lyndon Johnson said, “All
of us know what those conditions are: ignorance, discrimination, slums,
poverty, disease, not enough jobs.”\7 If we already know the solutions, all we
have to do is choose to implement them, and that requires only sincerity and
dedication. By the same logic, anyone opposing the solutions must be moti-
vated by blindness, dishonesty, and callousness. Those with the Tragic Vision
say instead that solutions to social problems are elusive. The inherent conflicts
of interest among people leave us with few options, all of them imperfect. Op-

ponents of radical reform are showing a wise distrust of human hubris,

The political orientation of the universities is another manifestation of
conflicting visions of human potential. Adherents of the Tragic Vision distrust
knowledge stated in explicitly articulated and verbally justified propositions,
which is the stock-in-trade of academics, pundits, and policy analysts. Instead
they trust knowledge that is distributed diffusely throughout a system (such as
a market economy or set of social mores) and which is tuned by adjustments
by many simple agents using feedback from the world. (Cognitive scientists
will be reminded of the distinction between symbolic representations and dis-
tributed neural networks, and that is no coincidence: Hayek, the foremost ad-

vocate of distributed intelligence in societies, was an early neural network
modeler.)'® For much of the twentieth century, political conservatism had an
anti-intellectual streak, until conservatives decided to play catch-up in the bat-
tle for hearts and minds and funded policy think tanks as a counterweight to
universities.
Finally, the disagreements on crime and war fall right out of the conflict-
ing theories of human nature. Given the obvious waste and cruelty of war,
those with the Utopian Vision see it as a kind of pathology that arises from
misunderstandings, shortsightedness, and irrational passions. War is to be
prevented by public expressions of pacifist sentiments, better communication
between potential enemies, less saber-rattling rhetoric, fewer weapons and
military alliances, a de-emphasis on patriotism, and negotiating to avert war at
any cost. Adherents of the Tragic Vision, with their cynical view of human na-
ture, see war as a rational and tempting strategy for people who think they can
gain something for themselves or their nation. The calculations might be mis-
taken in any instance, and they may be morally deplorable because they give
no weight to the suffering of the losers, but they are not literally pathological
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The visions contrast most sharply in the political revolutions they
spawned. The first revolution with a Utopian Vision was the French Revolu-
tion—recall Wordsworth’s description of the times, with “human nature
seeming born again.” The revolution overthrew the ancien régime and sought
to begin from scratch with the ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity and a
belief that salvation would come from vesting authority in a morally superior
breed of leaders. The revolution, of course, sent one leader after another to the
guillotine as each failed to measure up to usurpers who felt they had a stronger
aim to wisdom and virtue. No political structure survived the turnover of
personnel, leaving a vacuum that would be filled by Napoleon. The Russian
Revolution was also animated by the Utopian Vision, and it also burned
through a succession of leaders before settling into the personality cult of
Stalin. The Chinese Revolution, too, put its faith in the benevolence and wis-
dom of a man who displayed, if anything, a particularly strong dose of human
foibles like dominance, lust, and self-deception. The perennial limitations of
human nature prove the futility of political revolutions based only on the
moral aspirations of the revolutionaries. In the words of the song about revo-
Jution by The Who: Meet the new boss; same as the old boss.

Sowell points out that Marxism is a hybrid of the two visions.” It invokes
the Tragic Vision to interpret the past, when earlier modes of production left
1o choice but the forms of social organization known as feudalism and capi-
talism. But it invokes a Utopian Vision for the future, in which we can shape
our nature in dialectical interaction with the material and social environment.
In that new world, people will be motivated by self-actualization rather than
self-interest, allowing us to realize the ideal, “From each according to his abil-
ities, to each according to his needs” Marx wrote that a communist society

would be

cl

the genuine resolution of the antagonism between man and nature and
between man and man; it is the true resolution of the conflict between
existence and essence, objectification and self-affirmation, freedom and
necessity, individual and species. It is the riddle of history solved.?®

It doesn’t get any less tragic or more utopian than that. Marx dismissed the
worry that selfishness and dominance would corrupt those carrying out the
general will. For example, he waved off the anarchist Mikhail Bakunin’s fear
that the workers in charge would become despotic: “If Mr. Bakunin were fa-
miliar just with the position of a manager ina workers’ cooperative, he could
send all his nightmares about authority to the devil™?

In the heyday of radical science, any proposal about human nature that
conflicted with the Marxist vision was dismissed as self-evidently wrong. But
history is a kind of experiment, albeit an imperfectly controlled one, and its
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cause when people live together their different talents and circumstances will
Jead some of them to possess things that others want. (“Men have different and
unequal faculties for acquiring property,” noted Madison.)*® There are two
ways to get something you want from other people: steal it or trade for it. The
Ives the psychology of dominance; the second, the psychology of re-

sm. The goal of a peaceful and prosperous society is to minimize
and to maximize the

first invo

ciprocal altrui
the use of dominance, which leads to violence and waste,

use of reciprocity, which leads to gains in trade that make everyone better off.
The Constitution, McGinnis shows, was consciously designed to imple-
ment these goals. It encouraged reciprocal exchanges through the Commerce
Clause, which authorized Congress to remove barriers to trade imposed by the
states. It protected them from the danger of cheaters through the Contracts
Clause, which prevented states from impairing the enforcement of contracts.
And it precluded rulers from confiscating the fruits of the more productive
citizens via the Takings Clause, which forbids the government to expropriate
private property without compensation.
The feature of human nature that most impressed the framers was the
drive for dominance and esteem, which, they feared, imperils all forms of gov-
st be empowered to make decisions and enforce laws,
tly vulnerable to corruption. How to anticipate
and limit that corruption became an obsession of the framers. John Adams
wrote, “The desire for the esteem of others is as real a want of nature as hunger.
It is the principal end of government to regulate this passion.””’ Alexander
Hamilton wrote, “The love of fame [is] the ruling passion of the noblest

»38 James Madison wrote, “If men were angels, no government would be

minds.
necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls
»39

on government would be necessary.
So external and internal controls there would be. “Parchment barriers,”

said Madison, were not enough; rather, “ambition must be made to counteract
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multiplied; and it is the executive patronage under which they are to be
enjoyed. It is in war finally that laurels are to be gathered, and it is the ex-
ecutive brow they are to encircle. The strongest passions and the most
dangerous weakness of the human breast—ambition, avarice,

the honorable or venial love of fame—are all in conspiracy agai
desire and duty of peace.*!

vanity,
nst the

This inspired the War Powers Clause, which gave Congress, not the president,
the power to declare war. (It was infamously circumvented in the years of the
Vietnam conflict, during which Johnson and Nixon never formally declared a
state of war.)

McGinnis notes that even the freedoms of speech, assembly, and the press
were motivated by features of human nature. The framers justified them as
means of preventing tyranny: a network of freely communicating citizens can
counteract the might of the individuals in government. As we now say, they
can “speak truth to power.” The dynamic of power sharing protected by these
rights might go way back in evolutionary history. The primatologists Frans de
Waal, Robin Dunbar, and Christopher Boehm have shown how a coalition of
lower-ranking primates can depose a single alpha male.*? Like McGinnis, they
suggest this may be a crude analogue of political democracy.

None of this means that the American Constitution was a guarantee of a
happy and moral society, of course. By working within the glaringly under-
sized moral circle of the day, the Constitution failed to stand in the way of the
genocide of native peoples, the slavery and segregation of African Americans,
and the disenfranchisement of women. It said little about the conduct of for-
eign affairs, which (except with regard to strategic allies) has generally been
guided by a cynical realpolitik. The first failing has been addressed by explicit
measures to expand the legal circle, such as the Equal Protection clause of the
Fourteenth Amendment; the second is unsolved and perhaps unsolvable, be-
cause other countries are necessarily outside any circle delineated by a na-
tional document. The Constitution also lacked any principled compassion for
those at the bottom of the meritocracy, assuming that equality of opportunity
was the only mechanism needed to address the distribution of wealth. And it
is incapable of stipulating the suite of values and customs that appear to be
necessary for a democracy to function in practice.
Acknowledging the relative success of constitutional democracy does not
require one to be a flag-waving patriot. But it does suggest that something may

have been right about the theory of human nature that guided its architects.
—~~

The left needs a new paradigm.

—Peter Singer, A Darwinian Left (1999)%
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i Darwin.
Conservatives need Charles : o 4
—Larry Arnhart, “Conservatives, Design, and Darwin” (2000)
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politics. As its title suggests, A Darwinian Left is the most systematic attempt
to map out the new alignment.** Singer writes, “It is time for the left to take se-
riously the fact that we are evolved animals, and that we bear the evidence of
our inheritance, not only in our anatomy and our DNA, but in our behavior
t00.”* For Singer this means acknowledging the limits of human nature,
which makes the perfectibility of humankind an impossible goal. And it
means acknowledging specific components of human nature. They include
self-interest, which implies that competitive economic systems will work bet-
ter than state monopolies; the drive for dominance, which makes powerful
governments vulnerable to overweening autocrats; ethnocentrism, which puts
nationalist movements at risk of committing discrimination and genocide;
and differences between the sexes, which should temper measures for rigid
gender parity in all walks of life.
So what’s left of the left? an observer might ask. Singer replies, “If we shrug
our shoulders at the avoidable suffering of the weak and the poor, of those
who are getting exploited and ripped off, or who simply do not have enough
to sustain life at a decent level, we are not of the left. If we say that that is just
the way the world is, and always will be, and there is nothing we can do about
it, we are not part of the left. The left wants to do something about this situa-
tion.”*” Singer’s leftism, like traditional leftism, is defined by a contrast with a
defeatist Tragic Vision. But its goal—“doing something”—has been down-
sized considerably from Robert Kennedy’s goal in the 1960s of “building a new
world society”

The Darwinian left has ranged from vague expressions of values to wonk-
ish policy initiatives. We have already met two theoreticians at the vaguer end.
Chomsky has been the most vocal defender of an innate cognitive endowment
since he nailed his thesis of an inborn language faculty to the behaviorists’
door in the late 1950s. He has also been a fierce left-wing critic of American so-
ciety and has recently inspired a whole new generation of campus radicals (as
we saw in his interview with Rage Against the Machine). Chomsky insists that
the connections between his science and his politics are slender but real:

A vision of a future social order is . . . based on a concept of human na-
ture. If, in fact, man is an indefinitely malleable, completely plastic
being, with no innate structures of mind and no intrinsic needs of a cul-
tural or social character, then he is a fit subject for the “shaping of behav-
ior” by the State authority, the corporate manager, the technocrat, or the
central committee. Those with some confidence in the human species
will hope this is not so and will try to determine the intrinsic character-
istics that provide the framework for intellectual development, the

growth of moral consciousness, cultural achievement, and participation
in a free community.*
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o %Mﬁnﬁzw 9&. we can understand social behavior well enough to redesign
588% ﬁw those r:.:ﬁmcosm also undermine the assumption of rational self-
s mw cﬂmml_mm classical economics and secular conservatism. Ever
s msﬁmmws B:F classical economists have argued that in the absence o.m out
Hc . . . . . i
i vaMMBQWEQSmEm_m making decisions in their own interests will do
i _uoH themselves and for society. But if people do not always calcu-
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g mm ions that classical economists find so perverse
or ex: i i ;
it Mﬂ%_wﬂmno:& mmg.a informed by interest rates and their life ex-
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sary—indeed, harmful—because they take away choice and hence the oppor-
tunity to find the best balance between consuming now and saving for the fu-
ture. But economists repeatedly find that people spend their money like
drunken sailors. They act as if they think they will dieina few years, or as if the
future is completely unpredictable, which may be closer to the reality of our
evolutionary ancestors than it is to life today.> If so, then allowing people to
manage their own savings (for example, letting them keep their entire pay-
check and investing it as they please) may work against their interests. Like
Odysseus approaching the island of the Sirens, people might rationally agree
t0 let their employer or the government tie them to the mast of forced savings.
The economist Robert Frank has appealed to the evolutionary psychology
of status to point out other shortcomings of the rational-actor theory and, by
extension, laissez-faire economics.’® Rational actors should eschew not only
forced retirement savings but other policies that ostensibly protect them, such
as mandatory health benefits, workplace safety regulations, unemployment
insurance, and union dues. All of these cost money that would otherwise go
into their paychecks, and workers could decide for themselves whether to take
a pay cut to work for a company with the most paternalistic policies or g0 for
er risks on the job. Companies, in their com-

the biggest salary and take high
petition for the best employees, should find the balance demanded by the em-

ployees they want.
The rub, Frank points out, is that people are endowed with a craving for

status. Their first impulse is to spend money in ways that put themselves ahead
of the Joneses (houses, cars, clothing, prestigious educations), rather than in
ways that only they Kknow about (health care, job safety, retirement savings).

Unfortunately, status is a zero-sum game, SO when everyone has more money

to spend on cars and houses, the houses and cars get bigger but people are no

happier than they were before. Like hockey players who agree to wear helmets
only if a rule forces their opponents to wear them too, people might agree to
regulations that force everyone to pay for hidden benefits like health care that
make them happier in the long run, even if the regulations come at the expense
of disposable income. For the same reason, Frank argues, we would be better
emented a steeply graduated tax on consumption, replacing the
d tax on income. A consumption tax would damp down the
futile arms race for ever more lavish cars, houses, and watches and compensate
people with resources that provably increase happiness, such as leisure time,
safer streets, and more pleasant commuting and working conditions.

Finally, Darwinian leftists have been examining the evolutionary psychol-
ogy of economic inequality. The economists Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gin-
tis, formerly Marxists and now Darwinians, have reviewed the literature from
ethnography and behavioral economics which suggests that people are neither
antlike altruists nor self-centered misers.” As we saw in Chapter 14, people

off if we impl
current graduate
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share with others who they think are willing to share, and punish those who
are not. (Gintis calls this “strong reciprocity,” which is like reciprocal altruism
or “weak reciprocity” but is aimed at other people’s willingness to contribute
to public goods rather than at tit-for-tat exchanges.)*® This psychology makes
people oppose indiscriminate welfare and expansive social programs not be-
cause they are callous or greedy but because they think such programs reward
the indolent and punish the industrious. Bowles and Gintis note that even in
today’s supposedly antiwelfare climate, polls show that most people are willing
to pay higher taxes for some kinds of universal social insurance. They are will-
ing to pay to guarantee basic needs such as food, shelter, and health care, to aid
the victims of bad luck, and to help people who are down and out become self-
sufficient. In other words, people are opposed to a blanket welfare state not out
of greed but out of fairness. A welfare system that did not try to rewrite the
public consciousness, and which distinguished between the deserving and the
undeserving poor, would, they argue, be perfectly consonant with human na-
ture.

The politics of economic inequality ultimately hinge on a tradeoff be-
tween economic freedom and economic equality. Though scientists cannot
dictate how these desiderata should be weighted, they can help assess the
morally relevant costs and thereby enable us to make a more informed deci-
sion. Once again the psychology of status and dominance has a role to play in
this assessment. In absolute terms, today’s poor are materially better off than
the aristocracy of just a century ago. They live longer, are better fed, and enjoy
formerly unimaginable luxuries such as central heating, refrigerators, tele-
phones, and round-the-clock entertainment from television and radio. Con-
servatives say this makes it hard to argue that the station of lower-income
people is an ethical outrage that ought to be redressed at any cost.

But if people’s sense of well-being comes from an assessment of their so-
cial status, and social status is relative, then extreme inequality can make peo-
ple on the lower rungs feel defeated even if they are better off than most of
humanity. It is not just a matter of hurt feelings: people with lower status are
less healthy and die younger, and communities with greater inequality have
poorer health and shorter life expectancies.® The medical researcher Richard
Wilkinson, who documented these patterns, argues that low status triggers an
ancient stress reaction that sacrifices tissue repair and immune function for an
immediate fight-or-flight response. Wilkinson, together with Martin Daly and
Margo Wilson, have pointed to another measurable cost of economic inequal-
ity. Crime rates are much higher in regions with greater disparities of wealth
(even after controlling for absolute levels of wealth), partly because chronic
low status leads men to become obsessed with rank and to kill one another
over trivial insults. Wilkinson argues that reducing economic inequality
would make millions of lives happier, safer, and longer.
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This well-populated gallery of left-wing innatists should not noammmwrw
surprise, even after centuries in which chmz nature was a J,mwﬁm”\m M_umb-
right. Mindful both of science and of history, the Um?:.b_mb am : Mm i
doned the Utopian Vision that brought so many unintended disa o..
Whether this non-Utopian left is really all that mmm.mnm:ﬁ from ﬁrmrnwbﬁmdww 4
rary secular right, and whether its particular worn.u.mm are 2oﬁr M mw.n QWM mmmzm
not for me to argue here. The point is that Qma:.ﬂo:& @or.Mnmwm ign i
ought to change as we learn more about vc.Bm: beings. The M Mo momaw S
left and the right took shape before Darwin, before Mendel, M owm.mom«_\mﬁ-
knew what a gene or a neuron or a hormone was. Every mz.&mbm M poli e
ence is taught that political ideologies are based on theories o cBmMy mamﬁ%.
Why must they be based on theories that are three hundred years out o ?
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