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Bounded Rationality Internalization of Norms and Altruism:
An Evolutionary Perspective

NIU He

( Graduate School of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences)

Summary: Under the research framework of individual selection current studies of altruistic behaviors clearly explain
hard-core altruistic behaviors between kin individuals and soft-core altruistic behaviors between non-kin individuals based
on kin-selection theory and reciprocity theory. However hard-core altruistic behaviors between non-kin individuals remain
unexplained. Although group selection theory helps to a certain extent its premises are constantly challenged. This paper
tries to explain pure altruistic behaviors from an individual selection approach.

Moreover from an institutional economics perspective current research tends to attribute altruism to the rule of
punishments and rewards while failing to give a reasonable explanation without external incentives. This study argues that
some altruistic behavior can be explained by the internalization of norms which is a natural consequence of bounded
rationality. This research thus provides an evolutionary foundation for the internalization of norms from the perspective of
bounded rationality.

The main point of the theory is that the severe limitations of information processing have pushed humans to rely on
institutions to deal with the complexity of social interactions. As a result individuals behave according to internalized norms
rather than external incentives. Internalized norms are manifested mainly through prosocial emotions such as shame and
guilt which offer a solution to relieve bounded rational individuals from the burden of information. Thus the loss of fitness

" to survive the complexity of social networks with a very limited

in hard-core altruism can be seen as a kind of “trade’
capacity for information processing.

The paper tries to answer the appeal in Frank ( 1988) . Frank complains that the individual selection frame and rational
choice theory describe our world as one filled with complete opportunism with no room for the evolution of morality. This paper
tries to provide a possible explanation for the hard-core altruism of individual selection frame. By using the smoke detector
principle from evolutionary psychology this paper illustrates how the internalization of norms turns into a cognitive bias. To
distinguish altruistic behaviors motivated by complete opportunism and those driven by internalized norms this paper gives a
formal analysis using the Replicator Dynamic Model. The analysis implies that the higher the cost of rational calculations
compared with the limited capacity for information processing the higher the possibility of the internalization of norms.

In addition this paper simulates the evolution of altruistic behaviors driven by the internalization of norms by agent-based
modeling with Netlogo. Instead of a simple dichotomy in the preceding replicator dynamic model which categorizes individuals
into either pure altruism or complete opportunism the simulation sets a threshold for each agent that indicates the extent to which
the agent tends to internalize prosocial norms and save the cost of rational calculations. The evolution of the distribution of the
threshold depicts the evolution of altruism in the population. The result confirms the result of previous analyses.

The analysis in this paper suggests that the internalization of norms and emotional socialization are significant
foundations of human cooperation. Hard-core altruistic behaviors between non-kin individuals are not only special cases but
generally apply to cooperation in human society. This article argues that efforts to improve social cooperation should not be
limited to external incentives or to increasing supervision but should pay more attention to emotional socialization
especially to the cultivation of prosocial culture in the family and school.

The result of the analysis supports the explanation of altruistic behaviors by Herbert Simon. Altruism is a result of the
bounded rationality of humans. It is a natural consequence resulting from the internalization of norms. Although altruistic
behavior itself reduces individuals’ fitness the mechanism behind it actually increases individuals’ fitness.

Keywords: Bounded Rationality; Internalization of Norms; Altruism; The Smoke Detector Principle; Agent-based Modeling
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