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Steadman Lecture
Social Behavior and Sacrifice (slide 1)
a) Argues that social behavior, including cooperation is distinguished by ancestral sacrifice.

b) Such sacrifice is aimed at promoting the (reproductive) interest of another at one’s own expense.

c) This sacrifice has been selected for as kinship behavior, extending from the mother.

d) Humans have extended such sacrifice to distant kinsmen and non-kin through rituals, the kinship model, and taboos.

e) Because these traits are inheritable and replicable they are subject to selection.

This paper is important because it is able to account for how and why individual sacrifice can persist over the course of generations and become widespread.


Even Darwin couldn’t account for this behavior.

Social Behavior (slide 2)

Social behavior is defined as sacrifice

Sacrifice is aimed at promoting another’s interests at the expense of one’s own interests.
In an evolutionary sense this sacrifice must favor another’s reproduction, not just survival.


For example, castrating a cat helps its survival but not its reproduction.

Parental Care (slide 3)

From this point of view, parental care favors the child’s reproduction at the expense of the parents’.

Parental sacrifice is vertical or ancestral.

An ancestral strategy in the form of parental sacrifice favors care as opposed to reproduction as a reproductive strategy.

K vs. r

Females exhibit the K strategy; males exhibit the r strategy.

Female care is the basis of human social behavior, society, and civilization.

Kinship Behavior (slide 4)

The most basic social behavior among mammals is among kin.

Terms that imply social behavior are derived from kinship.



Friend, philoi, gentle, kind, love, etc.


People everywhere use the kinship model to encourage social behavior.



Pope, father, brothers and sisters, fraternity, sorority, etc.

Religion and Social Behavior (slide 5)

Steadman focuses on religion to demonstrate how social behavior encourages sacrifice from ancestor to descendant
Religions use the kinship model to promote kinship, and kinship-like social behavior.

Religions encourage a willingness to sacrifice for others.

Taboos are restraints on, or sacrifice of, certain behaviors.  This religious restraint encourages others to sacrifice.

Traditional rituals also encourage sacrifice.



A ritual is a stereotyped, or repeated, and patterned social interaction.



Participation in a ritual demonstrates one’s willingness to cooperate.

When one participates in a ritual, they are more willing to cooperate with other participants outside of the ritual setting.

Rituals encourage increased cooperation or sacrifice.

Religion persists because it has enhances the success of our ancestors to leave descendants in later generations.


Therefore, religion is part of an ancestral descendant leaving strategy.

The effects of this behavior are the encouragement of cooperation among distant co-descendants through traditions, and a continuous influence of ancestors on present generations.

Natural Selection and the Evolutionary Status of Culture (slide 6)
This paper begins by talking about natural selection

Natural selection is defined as the influence of inheritable and replicable traits on their own frequency in later generations.

Steadman argues in this paper that traditions are traits that are subject to natural selection because they are inheritable and replicable.

He starts the paper by asking what is tradition?


Tradition is culture passed from ancestor to descendant.

Thus, in order to understand what tradition is, we first need to understand the nature of culture.

Culture and Traditions (slide 7)

What is culture?


Culture is learned and copied behavior by individuals.



Culture doesn’t imply shared learning or groups.

Individuals can benefit their children by teaching them what they have learned in their lifetimes.

Ancestors can influence distant descendants through traditions, which is culture acquired from ancestors.

Traditions are subject to natural selection and are potentially 100% inheritable.

Shakers and Hutterites (slide 8)

The effects of traditions are demonstrated by the examples of Shakers and Hutterites.


Shakers: The United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing.  Founded upon the teachings of Ann Lee, the group was known for their emphasis on social quality and rejection of sexual relations, which led to their precipitous decline in numbers after their heavy involvement in the running of orphanages was curtailed.

Ann Lee joined the shakers by 1758 and soon assumed leadership of the small community. The loss of four children in infancy created great trauma for “Mother Ann,” as her followers later called her. She claimed numerous revelations regarding the fall of Adam and Eve and its relationship to sexual intercourse. She had become the “Mother of the new creation,” who called her followers to confess their sins, give up all their worldly goods, and take up the cross of celibacy. Her small community was soon known for its enthusiastic worship given to “singing and dancing, shaking and shouting, speaking with new tongues and prophesying, with all those various gifts of the Holy Ghost known in the primitive church.” The Shakers, as they were called, saw themselves as the avant garde of the kingdom of God, preparing the way for the new era when God’s will was done on earth. In the kingdom, as in the Shaker fellowship, there was “neither marrying nor giving in marriage.” Celibacy was a preparation for the kingdom. By 1774, Ann Lee and some eight of her followers had immigrated to America, settling in New York. There they preached their doctrines and won a surprising following. Ann herself was a powerful preacher and charismatic personality, travelling around the colonies, particularly in New England, preaching her gospel views. When confronted about a female’s right to preach, she responded that “all the children, both male and female, must be subject to their parents; and the woman, being second, must be subject to her husband, who is the first; but when the man is gone, the right of government belongs to the woman: So is the family of Christ.” As their communities grew, women and men shared leadership of the Shaker communities. Women preached and received revelations as the Spirit fell upon them. Thriving on the religious enthusiasm of the first and second Great Awakenings, the Shakers declared their messianic, communitarian message with significant response. One early convert observed: “The wisdom of their instructions, the purity of their doctrine, their Christ-like deportment, and the simplicity of their manners, all appeared truly apostolical.” The Shakers represent a small but important Utopian response to the gospel.

Hutterites: A communal branch of Anabaptists who, like the Amish and Mennonites, trace their roots to the Radical Reformation of the 16th century. Since the death of their founder Jakob Hutter in 1536, the beliefs of the Hutterites, especially living in a community of goods and absolute pacifism, have resulted in hundreds of years of odyssey through many countries. Nearly extinct by the 18th and 19th centuries, the Hutterites found a new home in North America. Over 125 years their population grew from 400 to around 42,000.

A basic tenet of Hutterian society has always been absolute pacifism, forbidding its members from taking part in military activities, taking orders, wearing a formal uniform (such as a soldier's or a police officer's) or contributing to war taxes. This has led to expulsion or persecution in the several lands in which they have lived. In Moravia, the Hutterites flourished for over a century, until renewed persecution caused by the Austrian takeover of the Czech lands forced them once again to migrate, first to Transylvania, and, then, in the early 18th century, to Ukraine, in the Russian Empire. Some Hutterites converted to Catholicism and retained a separate ethnic identity in Slovakia as the Habans until the 19th century (by the end of World War II, the Haban group had become essentially extinct). At this time the number of Hutterites had fallen to around 100. In Ukraine, the Hutterites enjoyed relative prosperity, although their distinctive form of communal life was influenced by neighboring Russian Mennonites. In time, though, Russia had installed a new compulsory military service law, and the pressure was on again.

After sending scouts to North America in 1873 along with a Mennonite delegation, three groups totaling 1,265 individuals migrated to North America between 1874 and 1879 in response to the new Russian military service law. Of these, 400 identified as Eigentümler and shared a community of goods. Most Hutterites are descended from these 400. Named for the leader of each group (the Schmiedeleut, Dariusleut, and Lehrerleut, leut being based on the German word for people), they settled initially in the Dakota Territory; later, Dariusleut colonies were established in central Montana. Here, each group reestablished the traditional Hutterite communal lifestyle.

Several state laws were enacted seeking to deny Hutterites religious legal status to their communal farms (colonies). Some colonies were disbanded before these decisions were overturned in the Supreme court. By this time, many Hutterites had already established new colonies in Alberta and Saskatchewan.

Kinship, Religion, and Ethnicity (slide 9)
This paper examines the relationship between kinship and ethnicity by focusing on religious traditions.

Kinship Relationships (slide 10)

Kinship relationships are based on birth and not genes or “blood.”

Kinship behavior is based on:

1) Social Behavior

2) The favored individual must be a kinsman

3) The degree of altruism is correlated with genealogical distance

How do people identify genealogical distance?

Females identify their offspring at birth.

Offspring identify mother, father, and siblings through contact with mother.

Kin terms are used to identify close kinsmen.

Kin terms imply precise genealogical distance.

People use clan or ancestral names to identify a broad range of kin.

We can identify our father’s and mother’s lineages.

The function of ancestral names is to identify distant co-descendants.

Clans are not groups.  They are lineages used to identify kinsmen.

Ethnicity (slide 11)

Even more distant genealogical relationships are identified by cultural traditions and physical traits.


This is what we call ethnicity.


An ethnicity is distinguished by common ancestry and is culturally distinctive.

Ethnicity is the assumption of common ancestry based on shared cultural traditions and/or physical traits.

These traditions and traits can be the basis of both types of discrimination.

Religion and Ethnicity (slide 12)

Religion plays a large role in encouraging altruism toward distant kin in traditional societies, and toward non-kin in non-traditional societies.
Religion extends kinship altruism to distant kin and non-kin through the use of kinship terms and rituals.

When religions stop acquiring new members they become tribe-like ethnic groups.

Jews are both a religion and an ethnicity.


Religion and ethnicity are not mutually exclusive.

Examples of religion and ethnicity:


Former Yugoslavia


Northern Ireland


Israel/Palestine
