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Letters

Bird brains

“Avian Altruism” (SN: 6/10/89, p.364) con-
tains a mistaken presumption. Altruism is a
philosophical term, not behavioral or biolog-
ical. It was coined by philosopher Auguste
Comte (1789-1857), as pointed out by Leonard
Peikoff in his book The Ominous Parallels
(1987, New American Library). Dr. Peikoff also
noted that “the term means ‘otherism’ [Latin
alter, other]; it means that the welfare of
others must become the highest value and
ruling purpose of . . . man’s existence.” Ba-
sically, it's the philosophical view that self-
sacrifice is a virtue. Likewise, to even act or
behave in an altruistic nature requires some
comprehension of “self” and “sacrifice.”

Furthermore, Richard Restak points out in
The Mind (1988, Bantam) that the “[trait] that
distinguishes us from all other species . . . is
the growth of a sense of self, self-conscious-
ness, self-awareness . . . .” and thus anything
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self-oriented.

To apply the term altruism to any species
other than humans is inappropriate due to
other species’ complete inability to compre-
hend the concepts of “self” and “sacrifice.”

Allen Forkum
Nashville, Tenn.

The behavior of African bee eaters helps to
clarify two concepts central to the evolution
of behavior: kin selection/inclusive fitness
and the interrelationship of heredity and en-
vironment. As has been demonstrated many
times, the key factor in the helping behavior
of young animals is by whom and with whom
they were raised, not the degree of gene
similarity with those being helped. Both
mammals and birds reared accidentally or ex-
perimentally by nonconsanguineous parents
identify with and support their stepparents
and stepchildren. Note that this “inclusive
fitness” pattern is the reciprocal of incest
avoidance; one eschews mating with those
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one grew up with, usually siblings. Kin selec-
tion appears to be a special case of reciprocal
altruism; the magic is gone!

All of which makes clear that the behavior
being examined is determined in part by
genetic predispositions but the manner of its
expression is established by environmental
factors. Will we ever be free of that ridiculous
tendency to pose heredity and environment
as alternatives? | am afraid not.

Ray H. Bixler

Professor Emeritus, Dept. of Psychology
University of Louisville

Louisville, Ky.
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