
literature. Some hunter-gatherer societies 
appear to have leaders who possess a higher 
status than other members of their group. 
However, these individuals are usually 
more like elected officials than dominators. 
Only the most fair-minded are chosen, their 
ongoing behavior is subject to intense 
moral scrutiny, their role is to advise rather 
than dictate, and their authority is often 
restricted to certain domains. As a result, 
the potential for natural selection within 
groups is curtailed. 

Groups of hunter-gatherers make myriad 
decisions on a daily basis and periodically 
are faced with more momentous decisions 
in emergency situations. Most of these is- 
sues are discussed in public with the goal of 
reaching a decision that can be executed 
by the entire group. Shared decisions in- 
crease behavioral uniformity within groups 
and concentrate behavioral differences at 
the between-group level. For example, 
groups that are faced with a severe food 
shortage may need to decide whether to 

hunt a particularly dangerous type of game. 
Individuals in each group may disagree 
about the best decision, but these differ- 
ences of opinion will not be manifested as 
behavioral differences if the group reaches 
and acts upon a decision as a unit. Instead, 
groups will differ in their behavior, and the 
members of any given group will be in the 
same boat with respect to survival and 
reproduction. 

Punishing free-riders in hunter-gatherer 
societies is complicated by the fact that 
some individuals deserve a free ride, when 
they are disabled or otherwise unable to 
contribute to group efforts. The egalitarian 
ethic provides a safety net for those in legiti- 
mate need, which opehs the door to simple 
laziness. Nevertheless, the same social mecha- 
nisms that are effective against would-be 
dominators can be used against illegitimate 
free-riders, especially during periods of 
hardship. Boehm describes one example in 
which an Inuit Eskimo family with a long 
history of stingy behavior lived at the pe- 

riphery of the group and was denied many 
social benefits. 

Boehm believes that human social groups 
have been guided by an egalitarian ethic for 
many millennia, long enough to have influ- 
enced both genetic and cultural evolution. 
By controlling behavioral differences within 
groups and increasing behavioral differences 
among groups, the egalitarian ethic shifted 
the balance between levels of selection and 
made group selection an important force in 
human evolution. The oreanismic view of - 
human society may therefore be partially jus- 
tified. but Boehm stresses that much of hu- 
man nature remains a product of within- 
group selection. Multilevel selection theory 
may explain both our remarkable ability to 
build adaptive social organizations, and our 
more disturbing ability to tear them down. 
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