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Evolutionary Social Contracts

WILLIAM C. FREDERICK AND DAVID M. WASIELESKI

’I-'\ homas Dunfee, co-author of a widely known and well-
respected theory of social contract,' recently stated that he
“would like to consider the possibility that social contract
reasoning itself is part of the natural order ... and may be a natural
form of human coping.” We believe that Dunfee’'s observation is
correct and can be demonstrated to be true empirically; hence, our
purpose in this paper is to lay out the theoretical, conceptual, and
research arguments that support such a conclusion. Social con-
tracts, in our view, are indeed “a natural form of human coping.™

Figure 1 provides a graphic outline of our theory of evolutionary
social conlracts, which we shall briefly summarize here as a guide
to the paper's overall argument. We believe that social contracts are
an expression of innate human impulses to form mutually bene-
ficial cooperative relationships. These linkages among individuals
and groups carry adaptive advantages for the contractors, and
achieving those advantages constitutes the main motivating drive
of social exchanges. Overreaching for personal gain, tendencies to
cheat. or breaches of trust are checked by social reciprocity and
reciprocal altruism, which are other innate predispositions rooted
in the human brain’s genetic circuitry. The ancestral brain circuits
(i.e., cognilive neurological “hard-wiring”) that generate and sus-
tain social contracts were evolved and shaped by natural selection
pressures during the Pleistocene (Ice Age) era for their survival
advantage, and they continue to guide the formation of social
contracts within diverse sociocultural settings in the modern
world.

Our concept of evolutionary social contracts differs in important
respects from other theories favored by philosophers, political
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FIGURE 1 Derivation of Evolutionary Social Contracts
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scientists, sociologists, and organization theorists whose principal
orienting disciplines are formal logic and various social science
disciplines.* We believe that these conventional formulations of
social contract theory can be enriched in positive, supportive ways
by integrating the perspectives of philosophers and social scientists
with the theoretical concepts and empirical research of natural
scientists. Our paper is intended to be a step in that direction by
clarifying the natural foundations of social contracts.

THE EVOLUTIONARY BACKGROUND

Biological theories of social contract are derived from several key
concepts drawn largely from evolutionary biology, cognitive neu-
roscience, and evolutionary psychology. We outline each of these
briefly, as a preliminary to setting forth our own definition of
evolutionary social contracts.

Evolutionary Biology and Natural Selection

Evolutionary biologists identify traits that have survival value for
all forms of organic life. Especially important are those features
that enable a plant, animal, or human to reproduce itself. Organic
species evolve over time through a process of variation, caused by
sexual mating and genetic mutations, and natural selection. Some
kinds of organic features (strong muscles, keen eyesight) have
survival value—that is, they are selected for—while others (frail
bones, defective heart) fail to contribute to survival and reproduc-
tion—and are selected against. Organisms, including humans, are
constantly faced with such adaptive problems and must develop
traits of structure and behavior to deal with evolutionary pressures
if they are to survive. The form of these adaptations follows from the
function they serve. The structures that served a useful adaptive
function to our ancient ancestors were selected for and perpetuated
because they solved a survival problem, and their presence allowed
individuals to propagate.® Thus, natural selection engineers a fit
between the structure of the organism and the function that
structure serves.

These insights from evolutionary biology have been applied to
the study of the human brain and how it has evolved, especially
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how its cognitive architecture has been shaped over long
stretches of evolutionary time.® The brain is an evolved system
that was formed through natural selection. If organisms’ brains
evolved through natural selection, it follows that the same
evolutionary logic organized the design of the brain's neural
circuits.” Thus, evolutionary biology forms the foundation of
cognitive neuroscience and the models of neural mechanisms in
the brain.

Cognitive Neuroscience and the Human Brain

To truly gain insight into the behavior that is directed by the
cognitive structures of the mind, the form or design of these
circuits must be sketched. Why is the brain formed the way it is?
Only when and not before the answer to that question
is discovered can scientists really understand the design layout
of the brain and the outcomes it produces. If form follows
function, then the form’s meaning cannot be determined until we
figure out what functions or problems the brain was designed to
solve.

“Cognitive neuroscience is the study of the design® of minds that
were produced by the evolutionary process.” It is specifically
concerned with mapping the information-processing structure of
the human mind, “and to discover how this computational orga-
nization is implemented in the physical organization of the
brain.”'® These “information-processing devices are designed to
solve problems . .. by virtue of their structure.”!! In order to explain
the structure of these information-processing devices, it is useful to
identify the problem the device solves and to determine why and
how it solves that particular dilemma over others.'? The human
mind must solve certain adaptive problems efficiently if the
individual is to survive. Therefore, these information-processing
mechanisms, or algorithms,'® must be “ecologically rational,”
which means a person must be able to understand one’s immediate
environment and be able to approach and resolve problems
encountered, with reliability, economy, and precision.'* In this
way, the brain’s cognitive algorithms are matched functionally to
the adaptive challenges that arise from the surrounding ecological/
environmental system and so determine the cognitive structure of
the brain.
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The Adaptive Ancestral Brain

Our Pleistocene (Ice Age) ancestors were faced with very specific
challenges (e.g., foraging for food) and dangers (e.g., avoiding
predators) that threatened their chances of survival. Which
particular berries, nuts, fruits, and roots can be safely eaten, and
which avoided? Which animals are a threat to humans, and which
can be befriended? What defenses are best: climbing a tree,
running, shouting, fighting? Computational brain circuits matched
to such particular survival problems were selected because exper-
tise leads to faster and more precise problem-solving behavior.'®
Darwin had said that the more important the adaptive problem
facing an individual, the more “intensely selection should have
specialized and improved the performance of the mechanism for
solving it.”'® Behavioral generality in evolution is not helpful in
solving particular threats or situations facing an individual. These
Darwinian algorithms are “specialized learning mechanisms that
organize . experience into adaptively meaningful schemas or
frames.”'” Within stable, long-lasting ecological systems, any
deviation from the specialized problem-solving strategies developed
in the cognitive structure of the brain will result in large fitness
costs to an individual. Over long periods of evolutionary time, these
various specialized domains have become embedded into our
cognitive architecture and are now called upon, perhaps problem-
atically, to solve modern-day dilemmas.

Social Exchange and Human Cooperation

Humans are social animals by nature.!'® This innate behavior is an
outgrowth of the necessities of survival when many of the tasks
facing our ancestors could only be accomplished through social
interaction. “Some of the most important adaptive problems our
ancestors had to solve involved navigating the social world,” say
Cosmides and Tooby.'® Since various tasks or goals could not
always be achieved by acting alone, cooperative behaviors proved
to be selectively adaptive thereby enhancing the probability of
survival. Such “high levels of social intelligence” among Ice Age
humans were most likely an extension of similar traits possessed
by the much earlier common ancestors of chimpanzees and
humans.?®
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Oftentimes, humans inflicted costs upon one another, but at
other times, they helped each other through social exchanges.
Social exchange is defined by evolutionary psychologists as “the
cooperation between two or more individuals for mutual benefit.”?!
It is deeply rooted in evolutionary history and has long pervaded
human social life. "Social exchange is not a recent cultural
invention ... [and is] universal and highly elaborated across human
cultures, presenting itself in many forms.”22

Most of these social exchanges occur conditionally, however, so
that much behavior is contingent upon the actions and reactions of
another party. “People conditionally help each other in reciprocal,
dyadic, co-operative interactions; they conditionally threaten each
other; and they form coalitions, defined by mutually understood
contingencies of within-group co-operation and between-group
competition.” It follows that an ancestral selection pressure for
understanding and detecting these contingencies was profound,
resulting in cognitive algorithms specialized for reasoning about
social exchange.

The rules governing conditional social exchanges give us a first
approximation of social contract as defined by evolutionary
psychologists. “A social contract relates perceived benefits to
perceived costs, expressing an exchange in which an individual is
required to pay a cost to an individual in order to be eligible to
receive a benefit from that individual (or group).”?* For this kind of
transaction to occur, each exchange partner needs to assess the
costs and benefits involved, which depend on the presence of
neural algorithms (i.e., modular circuits) capable of making such
calculations and judgments. Exchanges that produce more cost to
an individual than benefit will be avoided. The brain’'s cognitive
architecture must contain modules for performing a cost/benefit
analysis (i.e., a computation) not only of forthcoming social
situations but also, in retrospect, of social exchanges.

This concept of social exchange involves some key cognitive
abilities that must be present for social contracts to be agreed upon
between two or more individuals or groups.2?® First, one must be
able to recognize many different individuals who are actual or
potential exchange partners. Familiarity and frequent contacts
help. Next, people need to be able to communicate their exchange
needs to one another if an exchange is to occur. The needs of others
must be decoded and analyzed through observation and learning
from experience. Third, a person has to remember the history of
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interaction with another person or group, whether they were a
cheater or a cooperator in previous interactions. Detection of
cheaters and avoiding them are aided by neural algorithms that
help identify individuals who accept a benefit without incurring a
cost to themselves or who impose a cost without returning a
benefit.

Reciprocal Altruism

When these cognitive capacities have evolved and become stabi-
lized in a species, a particularly important kind of cooperative
social behavior emerges. Biologists call it reciprocal altruism, which
occurs when an individual acts in a self-sacrificial way toward
others with the expectation that its positive actions will be
reciprocated at some time in the future.

Biologists and philosophers define altruism differently.*® An
altruistic act is understood by philosophers to include a deliberate,
conscious effort by a person to act benevolently toward another,
even if at the expense of one’s own interests. By contrast, biologists
define altruism as an organism’s actions that prevent it from
reproducing itself genetically (and thus failing to project its genes
into the future) while promoting the ability of others to replicate
their own genes. An example would be female ants who feed and
protect the colony’s egg-laying queen but do not lay eggs of their
own. Conscious intent is involved in the philosophical view, while
only reproductive outcome is involved in the biological version. The
reciprocal altruism that occurs among unrelated organisms may or
may not involve conscious benevolent intent (depending on the
species involved), but its evolutionary (biological) effect is positive
for the individuals involved and the social group in which they live.

Reciprocal altruism is a giant step beyond the kind of gene-
driven cooperative behavior found among closely related kin, such
as family groups or the social insects, which produces an inclusive
fitness or survivability for the related family or colony members.
When extended beyond the family, reciprocal altruism makes
possible social exchanges among non-kin strangers, thereby laying
the basis for social contracts. A kind of proto-morality and a sense
of fairness based on reciprocally altruistic exchanges have been
observed among chimpanzees and bonobos®” and is hypothesized
as being present in the early life of Homo sapiens.?®
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For biologists and evolutionary psychologists, natural selection
will favor altruistic behavioral tendencies because they ultimately
benefit the living being performing the act.?® Altruistic behavior
may seem on the surface to be disadvantageous and counter to
Darwinian logic. Cost/benefit analyses are performed by each of
the partners in a social exchange transaction, aided by appropriate
neural circuitry. When costs to one partner consistently exceed
benefits, social exchange would seem unlikely in repeated trans-
actions. How then can altruistic behavior have been selected in
those cases when an altruist’s costs are necessarily greater than
any benefits received in exchange? The answer is that benefits may
be bestowed on an exchange partner, and costs imposed on
oneself, in expectation of future return of benefits, regardless of
the genetic relationship to the other contractor. Although reciproc-
ity often does not manifest itself immediately, it is expected to occur
among people living continuously with one another over an
extended period of time. Thus, for any given exchange partner,
altruistic actions and social exchanges are sustained by the long-
term balancing of costs and benefits.

Since form follows function in the evolutionary world of natural
selection, the human brain would seem to have a design that
enhances the ability to behave in a reciprocally altruistic manner
that contributes to the formation of social exchanges and human
survival.

A DEFINITION OF EVOLUTIONARY SOCIAL
CONTRACTS

From the outset, we want to make clear that our meaning of “social
contract” is derived from evolutionary forces and not the received
versions from philosophy and political science. We specifically
reject the idea that social contracts are or can be the socially a priori
outcome of rational deliberation among contractors for the purpose
of establishing fair, just, and liberty-inducing conditions.3°
“Evolutionary social contracts” are (1) dynamic social exchange
relationships and (2) the biological and social processes that
produce them, (3) governed by ancestrally shaped neural circuits/
computational modules (4) keyed to achieve individual and/or group
advantage in (5] a context of social reciprocity. This definition
embraces five major components identified by the respective
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numbers; each in turn is discussed in the following paragraphs.
(Figure 1 depicts the five interrelated components.)

(1) Social exchange relationships are common among the mem-
bers of human groups and are observed in other hominoid
primates as well. As noted above, they are a very ancient form of
interaction, generated by environmental challenges calling for
unified, cooperative group action. Such interchanges are dynamic,
always exhibiting actual or potential instability in the terms and
conditions that have brought the exchange parties together. The
negotiations that bring social exchanges into existence are them-
selves a potential source of disruption as exchange partners
calculate and recalculate their anticipated and realized benefits
and costs. Emergent technologies produce perhaps the largest
measure of dynamic instability, aided by the many nonlinear
complex processes found in evolving ecosystems.

(2) Social exchanges—of food, sex, shelter, protection, nurtur-
ance, intangible favors—are the natural outgrowth of biologically
adaptive life-seeking and life-supporting activities of the exchange
partners. They arise within ecological contexts where human
existence is made possible only through interconnected and
mutually beneficial actions. Hence, the exchange itself is only the
core of a much wider set of patterned interactions that exceeds in
importance the exchange act which is never a socially isolated,
independent phenomenon.

(3) Social exchanges are moderated by problem-specific neural
circuitry evolved during the Pleistocene (Ice Age) period as adaptive
responses to ecological challenges confronting the several emer-
gent species of the Homo genus during that span of time, from 2
million years ago to 10,000 years ago. Human neural architecture
has been shaped by the problems anciently encountered in making
a living, and the human brain has emerged as a genetically based
computational problem-solver that is the end product of natural
selection pressures felt over long stretches of evolutionary time.
That ancestrally derived neurological system is present in contem-
porary Homo sapiens and continues to guide its human carriers in
coping with today’s problems, including those domains where
social exchange algorithms are activated.

(4) People engage in social exchanges for personal and/or group
advantage but are restrained by the self-same kind of behavior by
their exchange partner(s). Social exchanges carry both benefits and
costs for the two sides and will be undertaken when each party
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believes the benefits to be taken away outweigh the costs incurred.
Being able to perceive one’s own anticipated benefits and costs, as
well as those of the exchange partner, is a critical element in all
social exchanges, because both parties must feel there is clear
advantage on both sides if a viable “social contract” is to be agreed
upon. Though mutual benefit may be the eventual outcome,
neither exchange partner enters into the contract for that purpose.
Rather, the belief that such an outcome is possible and likely is
only a precondition for going forward with an arrangement from
which one can gain an advantage not otherwise available.

(5) Reciprocating behavior is common among several primate
species, including chimpanzees, bonobos, and humans. Favors are
returned. So are punishments. Food is shared. Sex is rationed
according to rank, privilege, and various social markers. Reciprocal
grooming occurs frequently among some primates. Reciprocal
altruism is a long-established behavior pattern in primate commu-
nities and a type of social glue that holds groups, clans, tribes, and
societies together. A climate of social reciprocity pervades human
consciousness and acts as a powerful constraint on the self-
seeking actions of the partners in any social exchange. Individual
and group advantage, activated by adaptive survival impulses,
thus tends to be channeled and constrained by yet other adaptively
significant human tendencies toward reciprocity.

Hence, evolutionary social contracts are sculpted from these five
features of the natural world, each of the five an organismic
adaptive response to ecological-environmental pressures experi-
enced during a process of continuing evolutionary change. As
such, evolutionary social contracts display three additional char-
acteristics that give them a special significance in human affairs.

First, evolutionary social contracts are actual relationships
between contractors, not formal or hypothetical agreements
“arrived at” in a socially a priori manner after interest-free, rational,
goal-focused deliberation. Their genesis is the activation of neural
algorithms responsive to ecological challenges, not simply the
application of context-independent human logic or “reason.” The
“terms” are set by the ever-shifting interplay of interests of the
exchange partners as limited by the general strictures of social
reciprocity. Evolutionary social contracts first appeared and con-
tinue to do so in many cases without the need for a “contract”
per se, or a formal document; nor is an imagined or hypothetical
“understanding” required, no “social consensus” beyond the
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self-defined interests of the individuals and groups engaged in
such exchanges. Formal, written, legally binding contracts are one
form taken by evolutionary social contracts, as are various regional
and international compacts, protocols, and treaties addressing
trade between nations and such environmental issues as global
warming, depletion of ocean fish stocks, and control of weaponry.
These elaborated kinds of evolutionary social contracts take their
form and meaning from the same natural substrate that sustained
the earlier, more rudimentary ways of making social contracts.

Second, the exchange relationships that constitute evolutionary
social contracts assume a variety of forms reflective of the several
different cultures in which they occur. This leads to a necessary
power law: Any given evolutionary social contract must be com-
patible in the long run with the sociocultural system where it
originates. The benefits sought and the costs incurred will be
defined by the culture’'s economy and polity; calculations of equity
and fairness in the exchange will be strongly conditioned by a
society’s social class system; and the shape taken by expressions of
reciprocal altruism will reflect long-established conventions and
traditions concerning the meaning of trust and justice.?' Many of
these cultural features will have been encoded as laws, and a
society’s jurisprudential systems will act to safeguard the integrity
of the most important social exchanges, while other exchanges will
continue to rely for their integrity and enforcement upon the less
formal but still powerful algorithms of social exchange, cheater
detection, and pragmatic adaptive reasoning.

Third, evolutionary social contract morals—who gets what and
how much—are actual, real-world, negotiated morals, not imagi-
nary, abstract, ideal, imposed, rational, thought-experiment cal-
culations often proposed by social contract philosophers.
Contractual understandings are consciously deliberated, not
merely inferred or implied. Distributive justice is reflective largely
of a society’s prevailing distribution of power and privilege, as well
as the negotiating skills of the social contractors and the pragmatic
goals they seek. Obligations, permissions, shares, and require-
ments are filtered through the biological lens of reciprocal altruism,
refracted by a society’s particular history and culture. In every
sense of the word, the moral principles that emerge during social
exchanges are pragmatic—that is, they are practical, workable
guides to attaining the adaptive goals sought by the exchange
partners and permitted by the wider constraints of the culture.??
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OTHER NATURALISTIC VIEWS OF SOCIAL
CONTRACT

We are not the first to use evolutionary concepts to discuss the
origin, meaning, and function of social contracts in a business
context. In this section, we refer to other social contract theorists
whose diverse disciplinary approaches incorporate evolutionary
perspectives.

Banded Social Contracts: Timothy Fort and James Noone

Fort and Noone®® have used natural science concepts to explain the
appearance of social contracts and the need for them in today’'s
business firms. Their “banded social contracts” are a direct
expression of several convergent natural processes operating over
evolutionary time. The bands they refer to are the small groups of
hunter-gatherer peoples of the Pleistocene era who relied upon the
natural impulse of reciprocal altruism to establish social solidarity,
provide for cooperative endeavors, and define a social status and
moral identity for each member of the band. The small size of these
ancestral bands, ranging from 25 or so members and subsequently
evolving into larger clans of 100 to 250 people, established a
natural boundary for cooperation and solidarity among familiar
persons. The limited size of these early human groups is consistent
with recent research showing the ratio of size of neocortex (the
evolutionarily most recent and advanced part of the human brain)
to the maximum number of persons in any given social group
capable of sustaining itself over time.** Under these ancestral
conditions, social contracts were a natural feature of day-to-day
activities, from rearing offspring to finding food, providing and
sharing shelter, and protecting the group from threats both human
and environmental.

Fort and Noone see the social contract process as creating not
just the conditions necessary for pragmatic cooperation in meeting
the practical problems of survival but also as an essential means of
defining one’s personal moral identity, creating a coherent sense of
community, and, beyond even that, serving as a pathway toward a
state of metaphysical transcendence. For them, today’s corporate
governance systems should be reconstructed to acknowledge the
positive influence that these small-scale “banded social contracts”
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can have on an organization’'s ethical actions. They favor internal
organizational reform that would allow the sense of morality and
reciprocal empathy generated within small groups of interacting
workers to find its way into the upper-level, controlling, stratified
layers of corporate bureaucracy. Their suggestions carry an
historic, Jean-Jacques Rousseau-like ring by using social contract
to justify reform of one of today’s leading institutions.

Social Contracts as a Game of Nature: Kenneth Binmore

In two volumes of game theory esoterica, economist Kenneth
Binmore® offers a naturalist-evolutionary interpretation of social
contract. He is not the first to have done so, for game theorists,
biologists, and some philosophers have had a long association
dating from the 1970s.%¢ We focus here principally on those parts of
his interpretation that reveal the natural traits of social contracts.”

The central interest and goal of game theorists is to analyze the
actions and motives of multiple parties—they can be individuals,
groups, or coalitions—who engage in social exchangde. Because
each of the exchange partners enters the transaction for the
purpose of advancing one’s own interests, there is a sense in which
their respective goals are, or may be, at odds. However, an ideal
exchange would satisfy the needs of each side and would therefore
be considered acceptable.

Game theorists see such encounters as “games” that require
each party to have a strategy for getting the highest expected payoff
one can, knowing that the other side also thinks the same way. It
boils down to deciding whether to cooperate with one’s exchange
partner so that both may come out ahead or to dupe the other by
cheating or not living up to an expected bargain. The tendency is to
cooperate until one side cheats, which will lead the injured party
to retaliate in the next round of exchanges, possibly by refusing to
agree to any exchange at all. As in the famous Prisoners’ Dilemma
case where the game is played numerous times, both sides stand to
gain by cooperating, but if cheaters are found out they are
punished because others will not trust them to play fair in future
exchanges.?® A reputation for honesty and trust promotes the
likelihood of exchanges that both sides will accept as appropriate.

A social contract is therefore what game theorists call an
“equilibrium” established between two individuals or groups who
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have reason to interact in cooperative-coordinative ways. These
interactions are simply the kinds of things one normally does in the
course of making one's way through life: mating, nurturing the
young, finding food and shelter, playing, working, forming organi-
zations, and similar social activities. “We are all players in the game
of life, with divergent aims and aspirations that make conflict
inevitable. In a healthy society, a balance between these differing
aims and aspirations is achieved so that the benefits of cooperation
are not entirely lost to internecine strife . ... It is such a system of
coordinating conventions that I shall identify with a social
contract.”*

Binmore’s social contract is decidedly not the philosopher’'s
imagined presocietal agreement reached by dint of pure reason and
rationality in dividing up social shares among the citizenry. Neither
do game theorists believe that an a priori sense of common purpose
holds human society together. To the contrary. it is the enlightened
self-interest of each party to the multitude of social contracts
that laces a society into a coherent whole. “The mechanism is
reciprocity.”*°

Here then is the core idea of genetically embedded social
contract algorithms activated when social exchange partners
calculate the anticipated benefits and costs of a transaction.
Wanting the “fruits of cooperation,” they enter a social contract
fully aware of the penalties that follow from a failure to
reciprocate in kind. It is the neurological circuitry of reciprocal
altruism, not some supposed a priori common purpose, that
constrains social exchanges within acceptable limits of gain and
loss.*!

Social contractors tend to abide by the rules of a biologically
mediated reciprocal altruism that can reward exchange partners
who, in pursuing their own interests, respect the interests of the
contractors on the other side, and conversely will punish those who
do not reciprocate. This is equivalent to recognizing that the bonds
of social contracting, though appearing to be sociocultural, are
primarily natural. That is, social contracts—the games people play
that lead to social cooperation, coordination, and a sense of
fairness— reflect and reproduce natural values that are selectively
adaptive for human communities. Such social contracts are self-
enforcing by dint of the combined influence of the neural algorith-
mic impulses of social exchange, cheater-detection, and reciprocal
altruism.*?
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Psychological Contracts: Denise Rousseau

Organization theorist Denise Rousseau,*® in developing the idea of
“psychological contracts,” most probably did not intend to root her
analysis in the soil of natural science, and indeed she does not do
so in any deliberate or conscious way. However, we want to argue
that psychological contracts are nothing other than evolutionary
social contracts writ large upon the variable face of human culture.
Rousseau’s contribution is to reveal the myriad psychological and
organizational subtleties at work in modern society as social
contracts are formed and carried out (or broken), especially those
between an organization and its employees.

“The psychological contract is individual beliefs, shaped by the
organization, regarding terms of an exchange agreement between
individuals and their organization.”** Each party in such an
employment relationship perceives some level of obligation to the
other party.*® This feeling of obligation can be expressed implicitly
or explicitly, although the psychological contract deals mostly
with implicit commitments between worker and employer. Out of
such understanding, psychological contracts arise and are given
form through purely cognitive and perceptual processes, which is
only another way of acknowledging that embedded cognitive
algorithms regulating social exchange relationships are at work
as social contract “deals” are made. Psychological contracts are
thus a type of social exchange as defined by evolutionary
psychologists.

When employer and employee acquiesce to a psychological
contract, each party offers and accepts promises based on how
each perceives and understands both sides of the obligation.
However, when the perceptions of social contractors diverge,
Rousseau reveals the ever-ready presence of the cheater-detection
algorithm poised to safeguard the interests of each exchange
partner. So too does Rousseau acknowledge that social reciprocity
conditions all social contracts: “One universal norm is that of
reciprocity. This ancient and pervasive cultural belief has two
minimal demands: People should help those who have helped them
and should not injure those who have helped them.”*® This is the
notion of reciprocal altruism, which evolutionary biologists have
long insisted is the social process that channels exchanges toward
mutually beneficial outcomes.
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Denise Rousseau’s concept of psychological contract is a
sophisticated step beyond the views of evolutionary psychologists,
for she realizes there is more to social contracts than the primitive
fact of social exchange per se, with its emphasis on the importance
of being able to detect potential cheaters. As she says, there is a
perception of mutuality between the social exchange partners, but
perceptions differ and are conditioned by prevailing social and
cultural standards of justice, which themselves are subject to
various interpretations. In the modern business firm where change
is constant and driven by new technologies, mutuality is particu-
larly difficult to establish and tends to be fleeting and ephemeral,
hence jeopardizing the most sincerely conceived social contracts.
Recall the bitterness, disappointment, disenchantment, and
defensiveness engendered by corporate downsizing, outsourcing,
job-destroying mega-mergers, reductions of healthcare benefits,
and ramped-up hours of work piled on the survivors, and it is easy
to understand why so many are so cynical about the “mutuality” of
social contracts devised within the business arena.

The lesson to be taken from Denise Rousseau’s work is that
today’s social contractors appear to be expressing a broad range of
diverse logics—some primitive, basal, and ancient, others linked
closely to life in the modern business world—and all of them a
function of evolutionary forces driving humans to promote their
own and their fellows’ well-being, sometimes effectively, other times
disastrously.

UNRESOLVED QUESTIONS AND NEEDED
RESEARCH

The theoretical and conceptual case for evolutionary social con-
tracts is an impressive one, but to date its supporters leave
unanswered a number of questions having profound significance
for the entire idea of social contracts, their origin, and their moral
function. In this section, we identify some of these theoretical and
methodological issues.

* How stable and enduring are social contract algorithms? Is
it true that these computational modules have endured unaffected
since the Pleistocene? What proof do we have that those ancient
neural pathways are still active in today's world? How can
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evolutionary psychologists show that modern humans continue to
think the way our ancient ancestors did?

The Wason selection task, developed in 1966 as a logical
reasoning test, has been adapted by evolutionary psychologists to
test for the presence of “reasoning specializations designed to
operate on social conditionals.”™7 Such conditionals are important
because social contracts are essentially conditional agreements
between people, such as “if you give me that in exchange, I'll give
you this in return.” If test subjects do well on a Wason test of social
contract reasoning, it can be inferred that they have cognitive
adaptations “specialized for detecting cheaters in situations of
social exchange.

Test results are striking: Most people are not very good logical
reasoners when presented with abstract choices to make, but most
of them reason with great skill when thinking about making a
social contract with someone. Even more dramatic is their talent
for sniffing out the possibility of being cheated by one’s exchange
partner. Over and over again in these tests, cheater-detection has
emerged as a dominant reasoning ability for most human respon-
dents, which means that they want to know, and will try to
calculate the chances, that a conditional promise made by another
person will actually be honored. The research evidence then is
strong for the existence of a human cognitive ability to enter into
and to sustain social contracts, while remaining vigilant for the
possibility that the contract’s terms may be breached.*® In spite of
these empirical findings, one might wish for additional ways of
discovering just how much our modern brains continue to reflect
Ice Age minds.

* How are social contract algorithms projected into, that is,
how do they become, cultural practices? How do you get from
neurological circuit to Denise Rousseau’s psychological contracts,
or as some would put it, from biological nature to cultural
expression? If the input at one end—the brain—is an electrochem-
ical firing of nerve circuits, what determines the shape and function
and strength of the sociocultural output at the other end? For
example, social contracts vary greatly in form and content from one
society to another, which necessarily means that the neural
algorithm’s expression is variable and presumably depends signif-
icantly on the sociocultural environment in which it emerges from
the contractors’ central nervous system.



300 BUSINESS AND SOCIETY REVIEW

Our reading of Richard Dawkins’s® and Susan Blackmore’'s®!
notion of cultural “memes”—replicated symbolic forms passed
mentally from one person to another—may hold part of the answer.
Dawkins and Blackmore say that culture consists of symbols
(memes) that people copy (that is, learn) from one another and that
therefore move from brain to brain much the way genes are copied
by moving from parent to child over successive generations.
Cultural copying occurs through learning, while gene copying is a
biological process. This means that human culture emerges from
the activation of built-in neurological signals and is then sustained
through time by the replication, transmission, and learning of
symbolic memes. Therefore, the variability of biologically initiated
social contracts found within diverse cultures will most likely
depend upon a particular society’s unique history and the set of
cultural conventions (memes) that has evolved over time.

We contend that all social contracts found throughout human
societies everywhere—whatever form they take, however many
contractors are involved, and whatsoever range of issues may be
encompassed—rest upon, are derived from, and ultimately find
their justification in the biology of social contracting. Their outward
form and substantive content, on the other hand, are cultural
expressions that vary widely across the world’s diverse sociocul-
tural landscape. The same is true of standard theories of social
contract, each one mirroring either prevailing or sought-after
cultural concepts of social justice and fair exchange. It remains
for social contract theorists to acknowledge the debt their theories
owe to biology and for evolutionary psychologists to expand their
theoretical categories to include the cultural content of social
contracts. What is needed is a viable way to empirically demon-
strate these biological-cultural interrelationships.

* What is the relative strength of the primitive, basal social
contract algorithms and the more flexible, diverse cultural
phenotypes spawned by them? Can culture override and neu-
tralize biology? In the history of social contract thinking in the
West, both Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau famously
grappled with this question and reached famously contrasting
answers. Evolutionary psychologists have built their case around
the idea that nature still rules logic when people find themselves in
a social contract situation. Others note the relatively sudden
blossoming of Homo sapiens culture in the Upper Paleolithic
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(40,000 to 50,000 years ago), perhaps signaling the emergence of a
human world ruled largely by symbolic culture, though laid on top
of and still dependent upon underlying neural algorithms.5?
Speaking of the strength and persistence of cheater-detection
algorithms, evolutionary psychologists Cosmides and Tooby
acknowledge that “[i]t is possible that they are, in some carefully
delimited sense, learned. However, the mental processes involved
appear to be powerfully structured for social contracts, yet weakly
structured for other elements and relations drawn from common
experience. This implies that the ‘look for cheaters’ procedure is
either itself innate, or else the product of a learning process that is
guided and structured by innate algorithms that are specialized for
reasoning about social exchange.”?

In the end, one may find that evolutionary psychologists are
correct to emphasize the continuing presence and strength of social
contract algorithms, while others who prefer to assign a prominent
role to culturally derived logical systems of thought may have an
equally persuasive case. Knowing which is the stronger—biology or
culture, nature or nurture, genes or memes—may well be the
central issue confronting humankind in its current search for
moral direction. Are people in bondage to an unyielding nature or
are they free to shape nature to human purposes? Can humanity
contract with nature for mutual benefit? These questions call for
more than philosophical speculation. Can empirical science rise to
this challenge?

* Do, or can, social contract algorithms produce cultural
universals, that is, predispositions, behaviors, and sociocul-
tural forms that keep appearing in human societies regardless
of size, location, and stage of cultural development? Could the
ever popular search for a global ethic,** for The Golden Rule and its
equivalent, for ethical hypernorms,*® for fundamental international
rights,?® for a culture of ethics,” and all similar efforts be an
extension, an expression, an aspiration stemming from the oper-
ation of the innate neurological circuitry of social contract think-
ing? We are inclined to believe so but have no ready way to argue
the case nor are we able to cite any definitive research that would
provide a confident answer. Cosmides and Tooby,*® noting the
absence of confirming empirical research across a wide spectrum
of the world’s cultures, argue that a second-best test is to see if the
cheater-detection ability can be found to exist in a culture that “is
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as different from our own along as many dimensions as possible.”
Such a group, the Shiwiar, Amazonian hunter-horticulturalists in
Ecuador, “showed the same pattern of responses as one finds in
American college students,” which suggests that neural algorithms
remain vibrant even among cultures of great variability. Untangling
the intertwined threads of nature and culture is difficult enough,
but it is an essential task if we are to know whether the search for
moral universals is a hidden natural resource or is dependent on
the frailties of human culture. Whatever may be revealed by future
empirical research about the relative roles of biology and culture,
we feel confident that those who advocate such global rules of
conduct would have a stronger argument to support their ethical
aspirations for fair and just social contracts if the evolutionary
psychologists are proven right.

We conclude by returning to Thomas Dunfee's®® suggestion,
quoted at the beginning of the paper, that social contracts and the
reasoning that produces them are manifestations of natural forces.
If this be true—and we have made every effort to show that it
is—then both theorists and practitioners of business ethics have
reason to celebrate: theorists because of the more comprehensive
grounding of theory in both nature and culture, and practitioners
because in making social contracts with others they ground their
ethical commitments in natural processes that have helped bring
the human species to this point in evolutionary time.
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