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The theory of natural selection can be extended into what Robert L. Trivers (1971) has called reciprocal
altruism The paradigm offered by Trivers is good samaritan behavior in human beings. A man is drowning, let
us say, and another man jumps in to save him, even though the two may not even have met previously. The
reaction is typical of what human beings regard as "pure" altruism. However, upon reflection one can see that
the good samaritan has much to gain by his act. Suppose that the drowning man has a one-half chance of
drowning if he is not assisted, whereas the rescuer has a one-in-twenty chance of dying. Imagine further that
when the rescuer drowns the victim also drowns, but when the rescuer lives the victim is always saved.

If such episodes are extremely rare, the Darwinist calculus would predict little or no gain to the fitness of the
rescuer for his attempt. But if the drowning man reciprocates at a future time, and the risks of drowning stay
the same, it will have benefited both individuals to have played the role of rescuer. Each man will have traded
a one-half chance of dying for about a one-tenth chance. A population at large that enters into a series of such
moral obligations, that is, reciprocally altruistic acts, will be a population of individuals with generally increased
genetic fitness. The trade-off actually enhances personal fitness and is less purely altruistic than acts evolving out
of interdemic* and kin selection.

*interdemic=interpopulation
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