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Abstract 

To understand the human capacity for psychological altruism, one requires a proper understand-

ing of how people actually think and feel. This paper addresses the possible relevance of recent 

findings in experimental economics and neuroeconomics to the philosophical controversy over 

altruism and egoism. After briefly sketching and contextualising the controversy, we survey and 

discuss the results of various studies on behaviourally altruistic helping and punishing behav-

iour, which provide stimulating clues for the debate over psychological altruism. On closer 

analysis, these studies prove less relevant than originally expected because the data obtained 

admit competing interpretations—such as people seeking fairness versus people seeking re-

venge. However, this mitigated conclusion does not preclude the possibility of more fruitful 

research in the area in the future. Throughout our analysis, we provide hints for the direction of 

future research on the question.  

 

1 Three types of debate over altruism 

One can distinguish three types of debate that make use of the notion of altruism, each of them 

employing different senses of the term.1 The first type of debate centres on the notion of ‘bio-

logical altruism’; it asks how behaviours that increase other organisms’ Darwinian fitness—

measured in terms of expected number of offspring—at a cost to the actor’s own fitness come to 

be selected in evolution. Since the publication of Darwin’s Origin of species, this question has 

been one of the main challenges to the theory of evolution. Thanks to the efforts of William 

Hamilton (1964) and others, this difficulty has been resolved.2 

The second type of debate makes use of the notion of ‘behavioural altruism’; it asks why 

ordinary people often fail to behave in the way predicted by the neoclassical model of human 

agency often used in economics. From the behavioural point of view, neoclassical models con-

                                                      
1 We would like to thank Philip Kitcher for helping us frame the question in this way. 
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ceive of human beings as rational maximizers of expected utility. This view is often more or less 

explicitly combined with a hedonistic assumption of human psychology and with the idea that 

utility must be understood in monetary terms: according to the ‘false consciousness’ assump-

tion, “we all like to think of ourselves as nice, caring, altruistic beings, but then when put in the 

appropriate circumstances—when money is at stake—, we just cannot help but act as the cyni-

cal agents postulated by economic models” (Guala 2005: 241). 

This way of conceiving human beings as rationally self-interested and always aiming to 

maximize profits has been powerfully challenged by work in the field of experimental econom-

ics. In a large number of studies, it was shown that ordinary people violate this expected utility 

paradigm; they are ready to contribute to others’ welfare and to the common good at their own 

expense, even where a monetary incentive is at stake (Fehr & Fischbacher 2004a). In the con-

text of this economic debate over human altruism, fitness measures do not enter the picture; be-

havioural altruism is defined in terms of individual costs and benefits at the end of one or a se-

ries of social actions, whereas biological altruism is measured in terms of expected number of 

offspring at the end of a completed life cycle. More formally, economists label a behaviour ‘al-

truistic’ if it benefits other individuals or the common good at some cost for the agent and if the 

cost cannot be compensated in the future. A paradigmatic study case of behavioural altruism is 

called ‘altruistic punishment’. It consists of a disposition to punish unfair agents even if costly 

and when the punishment provides neither present nor future material rewards (Fehr & Fis-

chbacher 2005b, Fehr & Fischbacher 2003, Fehr & Gächter 2002). 

Experimental economists’ research has immensely improved our understanding of human social 

behaviour. Much of the research is also confirmed by a growing body of data stemming from 

psychology and economics (Camerer, et al. 2003, Gigerenzer 2008, Kahneman 2003). This has 

had a major impact on economics and more generally on the future of social sciences.  

The biological and behavioural notions of altruism should not be confused with the psycho-

logical or philosophical notion of it. The former two focus strictly on a cost-benefit analysis of 

behavioural outcomes. In contrast, common ‘everyday’ use of the term does not refer to out-

comes but to the subjective motivation of the agents. This leads us to the psychological and phi-

losophical debate over altruism (Batson 1991, Sober & Wilson 1998).3 The traditional debate 

over the possibility of ‘psychological altruism’ centres on the nature of primary motives. The 

notion of motive is a broad category that includes different things, such as desires, intentions, or 

                                                                                                                                                            
2 More precisely, an expanded version of ‘kin selection’ theory, which refers to the broader notion of inclusive fit-

ness can explain all cases of biological altruism (Hamilton 1970, Hamilton 1975, Lehmann & Keller 2006). 
3 “Altruism is a motivational state with the ultimate goal of increasing another’s welfare. (…) Motivation is en-

ergy, a force within the individual (…) [which] is directed toward some goal (…) and [draws] the person toward this 
goal.” (Batson 1991: 6) 
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judgments. There are two sorts of motives: the first are primary motives,4 usually conceived as 

the starting points of causal chains that lead to action—they are  also the driving force present 

until actions have come about; the second are instrumental motives whose function is to help 

achieve the aims of the primary motives. Here is an example: 

 

Raymond seeks pleasure [primary motive]  Raymond knows that if he does x, he will ob-

tain pleasure [instrumental practical reasoning]  Raymond desires to do x [instrumental 

motive in order to achieve pleasure]   Raymond does x 

 

If a primary motive is directed towards the needs and well-being of other individuals, it 

earns the label ‘altruistic’. If a primary motive is aimed at some personal benefit for oneself—as 

in the example of Raymond—it is considered ‘self-interested’. 

‘Psychological altruism’ is the view according to which at least some actions are motivated 

by altruistic primary motives. On the contrary, ‘psychological egoism’ denies the possibility of 

primary altruistic motives. According to this latter view, human actions are always motivated by 

the expectation of some personal benefit, usually conceived of in terms of pleasure and avoid-

ance of pain—the hedonistic version—or such things as power, resources, or reputation. 

Psychologists (such as Batson 1991, Cialdini, et al. 1987) and philosophers (such as Butler 

1991, Hutcheson 2004, Nagel 1970) are the traditional actors of this debate. There is a surge of 

theoretical arguments and experimental data designed to support one or the other thesis. Excel-

lent studies (Batson 1991, Smith, et al. 1989, Stocks, et al. forthcoming) provide strong evi-

dences in favour of psychological altruism by way of systematically disqualifying some of the 

most popular ‘egoistic’ interpretations. These important achievements however are not suffi-

cient to settle the dispute. Not all ‘egoistic’ explanatory schemes have yet been rejected (Doris, 

et al. forthcoming, Sober & Wilson 1998, Stich 2007) and the findings need to be replicated by 

independent research groups. Since there are not yet decisive arguments for or against the pos-

sibility that any primary unconscious motive is necessarily self-directed, the debate still remains 

open. 

Recently, some economists concerned with the study of social preferences have become in-

terested in this debate, although they do not frame their questioning in the precise form pre-

ferred by philosophers and psychologists. Fehr and Fischbacher for example, claim that “the 

self-interest hypothesis assumes that all people are exclusively motivated by their economic 

                                                      
4 In the philosophical literature, ‘primary motives’ are usually called ‘ultimate motives’ (Sober & Wilson 1998: 

217-22). However, in order to avoid confusion with the notion of “ultimate cause” as described in biology, we prefer 
to use the former term. 
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self-interest. (…) However, the evidence presented in this paper5 also shows that fundamental 

issues in economics and the social sciences in general cannot be understood solely on the basis 

of the self-interest model” (Fehr & Fischbacher 2005a: 183).  

In fact, the debate over psychological altruism is particularly relevant for experimental 

economists; a detailed analysis of human motivation can help to describe how people actually 

make decisions and why and when they tend to violate the narrow model of rational behaviour 

usually associated with neoclassical economists. Indeed, as Mayr and colleagues note, typical 

neo-classical “economic assumptions of stable preferences and rational choices” imply “the as-

sumption of selfish preferences”. One indirect way to challenge such a model is to show that its 

predictions are at odds with the behaviour observed in laboratory experiments. Another more 

straightforward and decisive argumentative path is to investigate directly the “hidden motives 

behind altruistic behaviour” (Mayr, et al. 2009: 303-04).  As we shall see, the use by some 

economists of fMRI technology provides new hope for a better understanding of our uncon-

scious motives, which is a crucial aspect of the altruism debate. 

In must be noted at the outset that, despite appearances, this literature is extremely difficult 

to read because most authors have not carried out the necessary conceptual work and there is no 

consensus on the various notions of altruism used (West, et al. 2007). Consequently, this litera-

ture is filled with conceptual confusions and unwarranted switches from behavioural to psycho-

logical altruism. 

At times, it is difficult to decide whether the authors are talking about b-altruism or motiva-

tion to act b-altruistically. Here is one example: “People are often neither self-regarding nor al-

truistic. Strong reciprocators are conditional cooperators (who behave altruistically as long as 

others are doing so as well) and altruistic punishers (who apply sanctions to those who behave 

unfairly according to the prevalent norms of cooperation)” (Gintis, et al. 2005: 8). 

Such an imprecise use of terminology facilitates switches from one domain to the other 

without further argument. For example, after having explicitly said that “throughout the paper 

we rely on a behavioural – in contrast to a psychological – definition of altruism as being costly 

acts that confer economic benefits on other individuals”, Fehr and Fischbacher add on the very 

same page that “a combination of altruistic and selfish concerns motivates them [the strong re-

ciprocators]. Their altruistic motives induce them to cooperate and punish in one-shot interac-

tions and their selfish motives induce them to increase rewards and punishment in repeated in-

teractions or when reputation-building is possible” (Fehr & Fischbacher 2003: 785). Similarly, 

in a context in which the authors are clearly talking about b-altruism, one finds the statement 

                                                      
5 The evidence they refer to are results from experimental studies based on various games such as the public good 

or the ultimatum game. 
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that “altruistic cooperators are willing to cooperate, that is, to abide by the implicit agreement, 

although cheating would be economically beneficial for them” (Fehr & Rockenbach 2003: 137). 

In neither case are sufficient arguments provided by the authors in support of their claims about 

human motivation to act b-altruistically. 

Other authors (Mayr, et al. 2009) appear to distinguish between motives and b-altruism, but 

since they do not explicitly define their concepts and use the term “altruism” in both domains of 

discourse, the reader can easily be confused. 

This paper uses simple conceptual distinctions as a tool for sorting out and assessing the 

specific contribution of experimental and neuroeconomics to the debate over psychological al-

truism. The paper is organised as follows: section 2 surveys and discusses some studies in ex-

perimental economics that seem to be relevant to the controversy; as it will turn out, with re-

spect to the debate over psychological altruism, the results of these studies are less satisfying 

than those obtained in social psychology; section 3 surveys new developments in neuroeconom-

ics, a young research field which makes use of a technology that might help to overcome the 

limitations of previous studies; we pay particular attention to a study on altruistic punishment 

(de Quervain, et al. 2004) that presents promising results; section 4 presents and discusses vari-

ous possible interpretations for altruistic punishment; section 5 contains critical conclusions 

concerning the relevance of the studies discussed as well as constructive suggestions for possi-

ble future research. 

 

2 Some interesting data from experimental economics  

Many experimental economists are concerned with pro-social behaviour, which is defined as 

behaviour that benefits group interaction and increases cooperation in human societies.6 In par-

ticular, these economists investigate the necessary conditions and the outcomes of behavioural 

altruism—to avoid confusion in what follows we will use the term ‘b-altruism’ when referring 

to this notion. More recently, some researchers have also become interested in the psychological 

aspect of this behaviour. The question we address in this paper is the possible contribution of 

their studies to the philosophical debate over psychological altruism. Hence, we will not discuss 

the most well-known and important aspects of experimental economic research, namely its re-

sults relating to a better understanding of the modalities and consequences of b-altruism, but 

their relevance for a better understanding of the causes—the psychological motives—of this 

behaviour. The hope is that interesting and concurring results can be obtained in a context other 

than that of social psychology, where the altruism debate has its roots. 
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Part of the literature in experimental economics concentrates on helping and rewarding be-

haviours. More precisely, the type of behaviour investigated is helping—or rewarding—other 

players at some personal cost, even in circumstances where no reputation or future gain can be 

expected—which is a typical instance of b-altruistic behaviour. Repeated studies have shown 

that people are ready to share their income with others in a b-altruistic manner (Croson & Ko-

now 2009, Dawes, et al. 2007). One experimental situation often used to test this caretaking 

behaviour is the dictator game. It is a two-person game in which the first player receives an 

amount of money and is asked to divide it between himself and the second player. The other 

player cannot reject the split proposed.7 Contrarily to the prediction of classical economics, ex-

periments show that more than half of the dictators are willing to leave on average roughly 30% 

of their endowment to the other player (Croson & Konow 2009, Forsythe, et al. 1994, Kahne-

man, et al. 1986). Similar results are obtained even in settings where the decision maker’s abso-

lute privacy is guaranteed; neither the second players nor the experimenters will be able to trace 

the identity of the first players (Charness & Gneezy 2008, Hoffman, et al. 1996). This result is 

remarkable because the dictators could keep the whole sum for themselves without expecting 

any unfavourable consequences, such as punishment or a bad reputation. Moreover, as the game 

is conducted under anonymity conditions, generous dictators receive neither material benefit nor 

increase their reputation in return.  

One way to interpret these results is to attribute non self-directed fairness motives8 to the 

dictators (Bolton & Ockenfels 2000, Fehr & Schmidt 1999). However, such an interpretation 

seems too simplistic; it could be shown that experimental settings that more closely resemble 

everyday life positively affect the dictator’s generosity (Charness & Gneezy 2008, Hoffman, et 

al. 1996). Therefore, there is reason to suspect the interference of other internal self-directed 

motives, such as guilt aversion, the unpleasant feeling resulting from acting too selfishly 

(Charness & Dufwenberg 2006), or aversion to disappointing the second player (Dana, et al. 

2006, Dufwenberg & Gneezy 2000, Koch & Normann 2008), or an expectation of feeling a 

warm glow, the pleasant feeling associated with the thought of oneself as a caretaker (Andreoni 

1990, Eckel, et al. 2005). The latter hypothesis seems even stronger in the light of Haselhuhn 

and Mellers’ study (2005); these researchers report a correlation between fair or cooperative 

behaviour and a self-reported degree of pleasure derived from acting fairly.9 It might even be 

argued that one never knows how realistic the anonymous conditions really are from the sub-

                                                                                                                                                            
6 For a definition of pro-sociality, see Henrich & Henrich (2006). 
7 In some versions of the game, the second player is replaced by a charity (Eckel, et al. 2005). 
8 As we shall see below, a fairness motive can be self-directed. 
9 Recent neuroeconomic data seem to back up this hypothesis (Harbaugh, et al. 2007, Mayr, et al. 2009). 
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jects’ point of view. Despite experimenters’ efforts, the experimental settings might fail to avoid 

subtle reputation cues (Haley & Fessler 2005). After all, God’s eyes bypass the strongest ano-

nymity conditions. Or, as Hoffman and colleagues suggest, there is the possibility that “people 

have unconscious, preprogrammed rules of social exchange behavior that suit them well in the 

repeated game of life's interaction with other people. These patterns are imported into the labo-

ratory” (Hoffman, et al. 1996: 659). 

In light of this review of the literature, one has to admit that current results are not yet fine-

grained enough to support either position in the particular debate over altruism. In order to show 

that altruistic motivation underlies some type of helping behaviour—such as the one observed in 

the dictator game— the economists should design experiments that allow them to systematically 

control for the most compelling ‘egoistic’ explanatory hypotheses available; they must aim to 

rule out any possibility that ‘self-directed’ interpretations are sufficient to fully explain the gen-

erous behaviour they elicit. One way to do this would be to apply Batson’s methodology, which 

consists in controlling, one after the other, for all plausible egoistic hypotheses. But this requires 

painstaking work. Economists would have to control at least for: the selfish desire to get rid of 

the negative emotion elicited by the perception of social inequity; the fear of feeling guilty for 

not helping or for disappointing the other player; the expectation of feeling the warm glow of 

being a caretaker. It is not an easy matter to obtain persuasive evidence on these issues, particu-

larly because egoistic explanations are fully compatible with the presence of motives related to 

social norms. Subjects might, for example, care about fair distribution and still be acting out of 

self-interest. This is typically the case of those who expect to feel a warm glow or are afraid of 

feeling guilty. Thus, identifying the influence of social—or even moral norms—is not enough to 

refute the egoism hypothesis. 

It must also be said that other-regarding helping behaviour is especially difficult to trigger in 

the context of economic games. Croson and Konow (2009) have found that people are signifi-

cantly more responsive to lack of fairness than to kindness; they punish more than they reward. 

Cherry and colleagues (2002) reveal the “other people’s money problem”: subjects who are 

given money at the beginning of the game do not attach much importance to it, whereas if they 

are first required to earn their endowments, there is a dramatic decrease in their inclination to 

spend it generously in the dictator game (see also Oxoby & Spraggon 2008).  Frohlich and col-

leagues (Frohlich, et al. 2001) point to the difficulty in anonymous games of eradicating the 

subject’s doubt that a real person will actually receive the money. There is also the difficulty of 

preventing the subject’s tendency to consider an economic game as a setting in which the main 

goal is to win money (Bowles 2008, Frohlich, et al. 2001). Finally, anonymous games are often 
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built in a way that makes them resemble real situations very little. This raises serious questions 

about the external validity of these studies.10 

 

Another, possibly more promising, part of the experimental economics literature on motivation 

concentrates on the proximate mechanisms underlying b-altruistic punishing behaviours—as 

opposed to helping or rewarding behaviour. For example, in an interesting 2002 paper, Ernst 

Fehr and Simon Gächter conducted an experiment with two tasks. The subjects were first asked 

to play a ‘public goods game’. In such a game, all participants are free to contribute to a group 

project and once the group project is realized, every member of the group can benefit from it, 

even those who did not contribute. In this particular experiment, the public goods game was 

complemented with a punishing condition: at the end of the game, subjects could punish each of 

the other players after they were informed about the investments they had made. The results 

showed that subjects usually adopted b-altruistic punishing behaviour; they sanctioned free-

riders—those who benefit from the public good without contributing—even under conditions 

where it was costly for them and they could not expect any present or future material benefits. 

In the second part of the experiment, participants were asked to fill in a questionnaire designed 

to sound out the psychological motivation for b-altruistic punishment. Participants were pre-

sented with a hypothetical situation and asked to indicate the intensity of their anger and annoy-

ance towards free-riders. The experimenters hypothesized that strong negative emotions such as 

anger or disgust were the proximate mechanisms responsible for b-altruistic punishment. This 

could be confirmed by the participants’ responses: 84% of them indicated that they would feel a 

high intensity of anger if they were cheated by a free-rider. Fehr and Gächter concluded that 

negative emotions were the proximate mechanisms behind human b-altruistic punishment. 

These results are a first step in our understanding of human motivation. Here again, however, 

the data do not allow us to reach definitive conclusions about the primary motives underlying b-

altruism. Negative emotions, such as anger, can be associated with different sorts of motives, 

such as the desire to enforce justice or the desire for personal revenge. 

More promising results are to be found in games using a ‘third party’ condition: a third 

player, not directly involved in the game, observes the other players and is offered the possibil-

ity of using his own money to punish the free-riders. Third party conditions are particularly in-

teresting because subjects are not personally involved in the situation so their motivation cannot 

stem from the most obvious self-directed goals. It has already been shown that third-party pun-

                                                      
10 This remark is particularly relevant for some recent experimental designs that, on top of the anonymity condi-

tion, ensure non-costly punishment (Croson & Konow 2009).  



EAGER FOR FAIRNESS OR FOR REVENGE? to appear in Economics and Philosophy  9 
Please do not quote this document without permission – this is not the final version… 

ishment is a stable behavioural pattern (Fehr & Fischbacher 2004b)11 and it seems that this be-

haviour is tightly linked to reputation and group membership. A recent study by Kurzban and 

colleagues (2007) reveals that the propensity and degree of b-altruistic punishment decreases 

dramatically once there is no reputation to gain from such an action. In another interesting field 

study with indigenous groups in Papua New Guinea, Bernhard and colleagues (2006) found a 

significant influence of group membership on punishing behaviour: the b-altruistic punishers 

protected in-group victims far more often than out-group victims. 

These studies show the existence of some patterns in third party punishment. However, they 

do not provide the necessary controls for deciding whether some of the punishers—especially 

those who cannot gain a good reputation and those who protect out-group victims—are moti-

vated by purely other-regarding considerations. To test this hypothesis, one would have to be 

able to disqualify the most compelling ‘egoistic’ interpretations for this behaviour: for example, 

the idea that these punishers might seek the warm glow of being a caretaker of justice,12 or the 

idea that they do not really discriminate between their own welfare and those of others—in this 

case, they cannot help identifying themselves with the betrayed players and, consequently, feel-

ing angry and wanting to punish in revenge, as if they themselves had been the target of the 

free-riding behaviour. 

Again, more carefully designed experiments are needed in order to discriminate between 

possible hypotheses. Experimental economists interested in the debate over psychological altru-

ism could either take this line of approach or they might explore an alternative investigatory 

path recently made available thanks to the development of new technologies: some economists 

have started to use fMRI methods to see what happens in our brain while we make decisions to 

act b-altruistically. The following sections deal with this approach. 

 

3 Some interesting data from neuroeconomics  

Recently a new tool has started being used in the social sciences and particularly in econom-

ics: functional neuroimaging, most notably, functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). 

With help of this ‘brain scan’ technique, one can obtain rough measures of brain activity while 

people perform a task. Experimental economic laboratory games are particularly well-suited for 

                                                      
11 In one of their studies, Fehr and Fischbacher (2004b) observed that 60% of third-party participants punished, al-

though they knew that their economic payoff could not be affected by norm violation and that punishment was costly 
for them and would yield no future benefit. Similar results are to be found in Kahneman et al. (1986) and Carpenter 
et al. (2004). It should be noted, however, that third party participants punish significantly less than implicated play-
ers (Croson & Konow 2009). 

12 Such an attitude is plausible. In a society in which third party punishment is generally praised by the other 
members of the group, third party punishers might learn to unconsciously associate this type of behaviour with the 
psychological reward of being praised. Once such an association is fixed in individuals’ psychological makeup, sub-
jects might be motivated to punish altruistically even in situations where there is no obvious reward expected. 
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the use of this method. The hope is that this new tool can provide additional information on sub-

jects’ motivation and reactions in social dilemma situations. This tool is particularly interesting 

for the debate over psychological egoism, since we are at a loss to understand precisely what 

motivates people to act b-altruistically. In this section, we will survey and discuss some interest-

ing studies in neuroeconomics that seem relevant to our theoretical investigation. 

Recall Fehr and Gächter’s experiment on the public goods game (2002): the second part of 

their experiment consisted in asking the subjects what motivated them to b-altruistically punish 

free-riders; results pointed to the emotion of anger. This result is supported by a complementary 

study using brain-imaging as a research tool. Alan Sanfey, James Rilling and colleagues (2003) 

investigated the neural substrates of the cognitive and emotional processes involved in decision-

making. Subjects were asked to play an ultimatum game while their brains were scanned with 

the fMRI method. In an ultimatum game,13 participants have to decide either to accept or reject 

an offer of money made by another player whose task is to distribute a sum of money between 

the two of them. If the offer is rejected, no one gets anything. Thus, the offer is called an ‘ulti-

matum offer’. The results of the study revealed that players confronted with unfair behaviour—

unfair distribution of the sum was proposed by the other player—showed increased activity in 

the ‘anterior insula’, a brain area associated with negative emotional feelings. Moreover, the 

strength of the negative emotional response was correlated with the rejection rate of the unfair 

offer. In this context, rejection of a distribution offer can be interpreted as b-altruistic punish-

ment, because a possible gain is sacrificed by the player in order to maintain a fairness norm.14  

In another highly interesting study, Dominique de Quervain, Urs Fischbacher, Ernst Fehr 

and colleagues (2004) introduced a neuroimaging tool into the experimental design of a trust 

game followed by a punishment condition. In such a game, two players receive the same 

amount of money. The first player is asked to decide how much of his money to pass on to the 

second player—the trustee. All money passed is increased by a multiplication factor of two to 

four—depending on the game. The trustee then decides how much of this to return to the first 

player. She is allowed to keep all the money for herself, in which case she would show free-

riding behaviour. As in Sanfey’s experiment, the subjects were brain-scanned during the game 

                                                      
13 The ultimatum game was first used as an experimental paradigm by W. Güth in 1980. At that time, fair distribu-

tion of outcomes in a cooperation game was considered ‘irrational‘. Experiments using the ultimatum game draw 
attention to the crucial role of fairness and pro-sociality in economic behaviour. 

14  In the ultimatum game, a significant number of first players propose an equal share of money (Güth, et al. 
1982, Roth, et al. 1991). Thus, at first glance, one could think that it is an instance of generous b-altruistic behaviour. 
However, one has to keep in mind that the success of the proposal depends on the second player’s willingness to 
reciprocate. As a matter of fact, unfair offers are generally refused by second players. Therefore, the fair offer is not 
b-altruistic because it is the best strategy available for first players. Moreover, the strategic component of the game is 
a good reason to doubt whether, at the psychological level, this fair behaviour can be considered non self-interested. 
In other words, strategic considerations can very well crowd out impulses toward generosity—especially because 
first players know that small offers are likely to be rejected (Charness & Gneezy 2008, Croson & Konow 2009, 
Forsythe, et al. 1994). 
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while they learned that they had been cheated by another player and made the decision whether 

to punish b-altruistically. Observation of the subjects’ neural circuit activation showed that a 

brain area linked to anticipation of reward—the ‘caudate nucleus’—played a prominent role 

when people decided to punish. Subjects who exhibited stronger activation of the caudate nu-

cleus were ready to incur more personal costs to punish a free-rider in comparison with subjects 

who exhibited low caudate activation. Moreover, it must be noted that the configuration of the 

game did not allow the punishers to expect future monetary gains in the course of the game; 

thus, punishment had to be b-altruistic. Experimenters interpreted the reward-directed mecha-

nism underlying b-altruistic punishment in hedonistic terms—people seek satisfaction—and 

considered it to be a result of evolution.  

At first glance, the analysis of the results in terms of hedonistic motives is rather surprising 

because experimental economists are well known to argue in favour of b-altruism. In fact, there 

is no contradiction here because the concept of psychological egoism does not deny that actions 

caused by self-interested motives can have positive effects for others and unfavourable ones for 

the agent—which is precisely how b-altruism is defined. This allows researchers to argue in fa-

vour of psychological egoism while maintaining that the behaviour is b-altruistic. As de Quer-

vain, Fischbacher and colleagues put it: 

 

Thus, the punishment of defectors is an altruistic act in the biological sense15 because, typically, 

it is costly for the punisher and induces the punished individual to defect less in the future inter-

actions with others. However, our results suggest that it is not an altruistic act in the psychologi-

cal sense. (de Quervain, et al. 2004: 1257) 

 
Such a remark makes sense in the light of an argumentative strategy often used by advocates 

of psychological altruism, which consists in providing paradigmatic examples of actions that are 

not easily explainable in self-directed terms. De Quervain and colleagues invert this strategy and 

use an example of an apparently altruistic action, showing that, under closer analysis, it turns 

out to be self-directed. Such a procedure is often used by advocates of psychological egoism in 

order to undermine the plausibility of the competing theory. 

This paradigmatic way of conceiving of motivation in terms of anticipated pleasure is to be 

found in many economic studies. De Quervain and colleagues report that people seek satisfac-

tion from re-establishing equity. The same line of thought is applied to generous behaviour: in 

various studies on the psychological and neural mechanisms underlying reciprocal cooperation, 

                                                      
15 According to the definitions provided in the first section of this paper, the formula “biological sense” should be 

understood here as “behavioural sense”. Driven by a noble desire to draw interdisciplinary links, experimental ec-
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it has been shown that activation of the brain areas linked with reward processing—including 

the ‘caudate nucleus’—positively reinforce reciprocity and help to resist the temptation to de-

fect (Decety, et al. 2004, King-Casas, et al. 2005, Rilling, et al. 2004, Rilling, et al. 2002). 

Tabibnia and colleagues (2008, 2007) propose the same theoretical approach and go as far as 

saying that it is regrettable that Sanfey et al. (2003) failed to report activation in the reward re-

gions of the brain. 

Let us now focus on the question of whether these studies are meaningful in the context of 

the altruism debate. Data on the neural basis underlying reciprocal cooperation are only mildly 

relevant because reciprocal cooperation can hardly be conceived as a case of psychological al-

truism. These studies do not help to answer the question of whether people can act altruistically 

when it is costly for them and no future benefit is to be expected. Moreover, it must be noted 

that most of these studies involve economic games where the goal is to win as much money as 

possible. In such settings, subjects are inclined to cooperate because they are placed in a setting 

in which they are expected to behave in way conducive to reaping the long term benefits of so-

cial interaction. 

Studies on the psychological motivation for b-altruism seem more relevant, provided one 

adopts an interpretation of pro-social behaviour in terms of norm compliance. De Quervain, Fis-

chbacher and colleagues, for example, suggest that “many people voluntarily incur costs to pun-

ish violations of social norms” (p.1254) and they feel “satisfaction” and “relief” (p.1258) when 

they are able to punish norm violations. They claim that it is precisely this satisfaction that 

drives them to sustain social norms in their group. The most charitable formal way to under-

stand the causal chain implicitly favoured by the authors is the following16: 

 

Understanding that the other player has failed to send money back  Understanding that 

this behaviour does not uphold the social norm of fairness  Feeling outraged  percep-

tion of the unpleasantness of this feeling  Desire to get rid of this unpleasant feeling [pri-

mary motive]  Desire to re-establish equity of payoffs as a means of relief from the un-

pleasant feeling [instrumental motive]  Cost-benefit deliberation: re-establishing equity 

would be a source of satisfaction (a relief); punishment is a means to achieve it, but is costly 

 Choice to punish   Punishing act 

                                                                                                                                                            
onomists sometimes fail to make important distinctions that would help to avoid unnecessary confusions (more on 
this in West, et al. 2007). 

16 There is no clear agreement across economists’ writings on the sort of psychological motive underlying b-
altruism. One finds: “motive to sanction violations of fairness and cooperation norms” (de Quervain, et al. 2004); 
motive to reestablish equal share ("egalitarian motive": Fowler, et al. 2005); or simple retaliation motive (Fehr & 
Gächter 2005). The problem is that it is often unclear what the authors really mean by these formulae. At times, one 
can even observe slight changes of meaning from one paper to the other. Our goal is not to try to understand what the 
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It is worth noting that such an interpretation in terms of social norms17 is especially fa-

voured by those who consider the establishment of cooperation and other-directed behaviour 

through the enforcement of social norms to be a specific feature of human societies, in contrast 

with animal societies. As de Quervain and colleagues write: “The ability to develop social 

norms that apply to large groups of genetically unrelated individuals and to enforce these norms 

through altruistic sanctions is one of the distinguishing characteristics of the human species (de 

Quervain, et al. 2004: 1258)”. On this occasion, the neuroeconomists are very much in line with 

the neoclassical tradition in economics and the social sciences; they elaborate the notion of hu-

man b-altruism precisely through a characteristic that allows them to posit a sharp distinction 

between humans and animals: the behavioural characteristic of norm compliance fits perfectly 

with the ideal of the uniqueness of the human being.  If it were emotions that we have in com-

mon with animals that explained altruism, it would be harder to argue that human altruism was 

unique. In these words, “Experimental evidence indicates that human altruism is a powerful 

force and unique in the animal world. […] Human societies represent a large anomaly in the 

animal world. They are based on a detailed division of labour and cooperation of genetically 

unrelated individuals in large groups” (Fehr & Fischbacher 2003: 785). 

 

4 An Alternative Interpretation 

As we have seen, one can garner support for the psychological egoism thesis by showing that a 

type of behaviour apparently driven by a non-selfish motive—a desire for justice or to promote 

fairness —is in fact motivated by self-interested considerations—the desire to be relieved of an 

unpleasant feeling. Confirmation for this interpretation of altruistic behaviour can be found in 

fMRI studies that show the activation of a hedonistic reward mechanism just before the decision 

is taken (de Quervain, et al. 2004). This analysis is indirectly strengthened by further fMRI 

studies on cooperative behaviour that reveal activation of the same reward-directed area 

(Tabibnia, et al. 2008, Tabibnia & Lieberman 2007).18 According to these studies, the desire to 

promote fairness is only an instrumental motive. Of course, this presents an interesting argu-

                                                                                                                                                            
authors have in mind, but rather to provide some useful conceptual distinctions that help frame the controversy over 
psychological altruism and highlight the most interesting competing explanatory models. 

17  This tendency to concentrate the analysis around the notions of fairness or equity and psychological reward is 
also to be found in studies on cooperative behaviour (e.g. Tabibnia, et al. 2008, Tabibnia & Lieberman 2007). 

18  However, we would like to point out that even if fairness is obviously hedonically valued in some contexts—
mainly economic contexts with the expectation of future win-win cooperation—, it is not clear whether this is the 
case in contexts in which it is more plausible to hypothesise the occurrence of altruistic motivation. Thus the rele-
vance of these studies for the altruism debate is unclear. 
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ment in favour of psychological egoism. Noble actions that seem to be driven by a desire for 

justice and fairness prove to be self-directed under close analysis.  

Unfortunately, there are good reasons to doubt the validity of this analysis because the vari-

ous studies discussed provide only a few indicators about the mental considerations—conscious 

or not—underlying the choice to punish b-altruistically. Thus, it is really hard to provide an 

overall explanation of what happens in people’s minds when they exhibit b-altruistic behaviour. 

In what follows, we propose to unfold and assess the plausibility of various possible interpreta-

tions for the same data.  

If we rely on the first two studies mentioned in the third section (Fehr & Gächter 2002, San-

fey, et al. 2003), it seems clear that negative emotions such as outrage or anger have an impor-

tant role to play in the motivation for b-altruistic punishment (see also Dawes, et al. 2007). 

These emotional reactions are obviously elicited by the perception of an inequitable split. Un-

fortunately, Fehr, Sanfey and colleagues’ results do not allow us to distinguish whether subjects 

feel angry because (i) a norm has been scorned—which would be an instance of outrage—or 

because (ii) they are frustrated by a personal loss—which would be a more basic form of an-

ger.19 

Under the interpretation (i), the subjects feel outraged because what they observe does not 

correspond to the social norms of cooperation and equity present in their society; at first glance, 

this seems to lead them either to the ‘noble’ motive to reinforce these norms by means of pun-

ishing the free-riders—a view favoured by de Quervain and colleagues—or to the desire to pun-

ish the free-riders simply because, as wrongdoers, they deserve it. However, to make this ex-

planatory scheme compatible with the hedonistic reward mechanism discovered by fMRI stud-

ies, a further motive has to be introduced in the causal chain, namely the desire to get rid of the 

unpleasantness of being outraged. We then end up with a complex and unintuitive causal chain 

where the feeling of outrage in itself does not play a crucial motivational role. However, the 

most parsimonious way to explain the observed correlation between the strength of punishment 

and the emotion of anger—or outrage—consists in attributing a causal role to this emotion. This 

possibility is overlooked in the abovementioned causal explanation. 

Alternatively, we favour the second and more straightforward interpretation (ii), which is 

more in tune with studies on emotions, does not contain the additional causal step of an instru-

mental motive and does not attribute sophisticated thoughts and desires to agents, such as a will-

ingness to re-establish justice. According to this account, subjects are simply frustrated and an-

gry because they expect a more favourable outcome for themselves; consequently, either they 

                                                      
19 The authors of the studies only use the general notion of anger. 
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aim to compensate their loss—which could be described as a self-directed equity motive20—or 

they expect the sweet psychological taste of revenge.21 Both of these motives are self-directed. 

The first motive however seems weaker because a study by Falk and colleagues (2005) has 

shown that in a public goods game, altruistic punishment is used even in circumstances where 

the cost of punishing equates the cost of being punished—that is, punishment does not obvi-

ously help to diminish inequity towards oneself. In such a situation, simple forms of self-

directed equity motives are unlikely to be elicited and revenge seems to be a more plausible mo-

tive.  

There are further reasons to favour the more straightforward interpretation for b-altruistic 

behaviour—at least in contexts where the subjects are victims of free-riding or inequity. It is 

well established that people are particularly sensitive to unfair shares toward themselves 

(Croson & Konow 2009) and report desire for revenge after having been victim of free riding 

behaviour (Carlsmith, et al. 2008). Moreover, in a recent study, Dawes, Fowler and colleagues 

(2007) found that subjects reported feeling angry towards other players with a high income, 

even when they knew that this high income had been randomly distributed. This emotional reac-

tion is also correlated with engagement in b-altruistic punishment. This means that one can be 

frustrated by inequity and feel revengeful towards the lucky beneficiary,22 even if she is clearly 

not responsible for this situation. An interpretation of the proximate mechanism for b-altruism 

in terms of the desire to maintain social norms or in terms of morally deserved punishment can-

not account for these results. 

Even more impressively, a recent study by Yamagishi and colleagues (Yamagishi, et al. 

2009) shows that people ‘punish’ in situations similar to the ultimatum game, even when their 

‘punishment’ is only costly for them and not costly—or not a ‘punishment’ at all—for the free-

riders. In one version of this game, free-riders are not even informed about the ineffective ‘pun-

ishments’. In this case, the motive for revenge should be conceived in a broad sense. Subjects 

merely seek internal retaliation. Their offended pride makes them angry; since there is no real 

punishing opportunity, they find some satisfaction in showing to themselves that they are inde-

pendent enough to refuse submission to inequity. 

                                                      
20 It is important to distinguish between two sorts of equity motives. One falls under the category of non self-

directed motive for norm compliance; the second is a self-directed motive to reestablish equitable payoff after having 
been victim of a free-riding behaviour. It is the latter that applies in this context. Moreover, there is an important 
distinction between ‘equity’ and ‘equality’ that is often neglected in the literature: equity, broadly conceived, refers 
to what is accepted as ‘fair’ in a social group, whereas equality refers to the equal distribution of a good. This distinc-
tion is of importance because in many circumstances—such as dictator games—some unequal shares are considered 
equitable. 

21 In a short comment following the publication of de Quervain and colleagues’ paper, Brian Knutson (2004) al-
ready realised that revenge might also play a role in the explanation of the data. However, he was not aware of the 
full implications of this element for an analysis of the detailed causal relationships. 
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To come back to the particular case of de Quervain and colleagues’ study, if we use the 

above line of thought, the most plausible explanation seems to be the following: subjects in a 

trust game get angry when a player they trust does not fulfil their expectations. They trust him 

to cooperate and share the benefit he has gained thanks to their own trusting behaviour. As soon 

as they understand that this is not the case, they start feeling frustrated, get angry, seek revenge 

and begin to think of possible retaliatory actions. Under this interpretation, the following causal 

chain would hold: 

 

Understanding that the other player has failed to send money back  Understanding that 

this behaviour does not match one’s expectations  Feeling angry  Desire for revenge 

[motive]  Cost-benefit reflection: punishment is a means to satisfy the desire for revenge, 

but it is costly  Choice to punish  Punishing act 

 

It is worth noting here that we are not denying the role of social norms in the decision to 

punish. We take the content of norms to depend on various psychological biases as well as 

widespread practices in particular communities (Kahneman, et al. 1986). The norms set a frame-

work that influences people’s expectations and also their reactions and behaviour. In a social 

environment where norms of fairness are not widely held and applied, people may not expect 

fair behaviour from other agents. Thus, greedy behaviour may not cause anger and revenge re-

actions; subjects may even react negatively towards excessively generous offers!23 These be-

havioural patterns have in fact been observed in various studies (see Bahry & Wilson 2006, 

Henrich 2004). Overall, it seems that people’s emotional and behavioural tendencies are highly 

context dependent.  

                                                                                                                                                           

 

5 Disappointments and hopes 

If we favour the second interpretation of de Quervain and colleagues’ study—people seek re-

venge—it becomes clear that no decisive conclusion can be drawn from it concerning the possi-

bility of psychological altruism. If subjects in the experiment react out of anger and seek re-

venge, the experiment is no longer dealing with actions apparently motivated by the desire for 

justice or to enforce social norms. It is simply concerned with the motivation underlying retalia-

 
22 Interestingly, Carlsmith and colleagues (2008) showed that, although people expect revenge to make them feel 

better, retaliatory actions sometimes fail to produce the expected hedonistic consequences—this is because punish-
ment seems to encourage thoughts of the offender and rumination on the unpleasant situation experienced. 

23 As Benoît Dubreuil points out (submitted), this form of punishment is not yet well understood. Various interpre-
tations are available, such as distrust against those who seem to show off, or pleasure in hurting those who make 
themselves look cheap. 
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tory actions and no advocate of psychological altruism would deny that motivation for those 

actions is egoistic. The altruism thesis does not assert that all actions are altruistically moti-

vated; it maintains that at least some actions are. In sum, at least the experimental results dis-

cussed in this paper favour neither psychological altruism nor psychological egoism.  

Let us emphasise here that we are not denying the relevance of these studies for a better un-

derstanding of the proximate mechanisms underlying cooperative and b-altruistic behaviour. We 

have only shown that these studies cannot be easily integrated with the particular debate over 

psychological altruism. This is bad news for those who want to use this debate as a lever to link 

economic studies with investigations into human morality. This rather disappointing conclusion 

leads us to more general considerations on the contribution of experimental and neuroeconomic 

research for the debate over psychological altruism. We will start with some sceptical remarks 

before concluding with constructive ideas and hopes for future research. 

First, there are good reasons to be sceptical about associating psychological motives with 

behaviour on the basis of brain scans. The possibility of teasing out selfish motivation from 

other directed motivation by looking at brain activation is controversial. This technology is im-

mensely helpful in understanding highly modular machineries such as vision or smell. But it is 

unclear whether we know enough about the physical mechanisms underlying people’s 

thoughts—and even their motivation—to allow for interesting inferences.24 A mental state or an 

emotional reaction is never located in one single brain region and each brain region is involved 

in more than one process (LeDoux 2002). Neuropsychologists are very well aware of the diffi-

culty. For example, Golnaz Tabibnia and Matthew Lieberman admit that “we cannot confidently 

infer from the observation of increased signal in a region that activity in that region evoked one 

mental process rather than another” (Tabibnia & Lieberman 2007). This being said, it seems 

plausible to think that observation of neural activity in particular regions of the brain sometimes 

enables one to rule out specific hypotheses25 or to strengthen some others. In the latter case, 

neuroimaging data could converge with interpretations elaborated in other sciences—such as 

psychology, philosophy or economics.  

 In sum, one should carefully avoid overstating neurological findings without being over-

suspicious. After all, a brief look back into history of science reminds us that new scientific dis-

coveries can stun people at first and that it often takes a long time for the broader scientific 

community to admit and integrate new knowledge (Camerer 2008). 

                                                      
24 See Poldrack (2006) and Henson (2006) on the difficulties linked to invalid inference processes while interpret-

ing fMRI results. See also Vul et al. (2009) for a survey of 55 articles in social neuroscience in which the correlations 
between brain activity and personality measures seem to be overstated given the limited reliability of fMRI tech-
niques. 
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To conclude, we propose one possible line of research that could be undertaken in order to 

help solve the debate. Neuroimaging is a particularly interesting tool since, in principle, it could 

allow us to address some of the limitations encountered by more traditional psychological en-

quiries. Consider the example of studies on the ‘caudate nucleus’. For the sake of the argument, 

let us take it for granted that activation of the ‘caudate nucleus’ is necessarily linked to self-

directed thoughts—more precisely, to anticipation of reward for oneself. Under this assumption, 

brain-imaging methods could be used to scan the brains of subjects who seem to act without 

seeking reward. We have seen that ultimatum games are not particularly well designed for that, 

but there are other games where apparently altruistic behaviour occurs: for example, third party 

games would provide an excellent setting for this kind of investigation.  

In section 2, we have seen that classical experimental economics helped to reveal some be-

havioural patterns in third party punishment. However, existing studies still fail to provide data 

fine grained enough to decide whether any of the punishers are motivated by purely other-

regarding considerations. At least two ‘egoistic’ interpretations need to be dismissed: either the 

punishers seek the warm glow of being a caretaker of justice26 or they do not really discriminate 

between their own welfare and those of others and consequently feel revengeful.  Scanning the 

brains of the players who seem to behave as ‘impartial’ justice makers might be a way to control 

for these explanatory hypotheses. If a brain scan can show that the ‘caudate nucleus’ is not sig-

nificantly activated in relation to some types of third party punishment, both of these hypotheses 

might be ruled out—of course, under the condition that this brain area can truly be associated 

with reward expectation. B-altruistic punishers would more accurately be described as impartial 

observers and caretakers of justice and social order, thus, altruists in the psychological sense. 

If, on the contrary, brain scans show activation of the ‘caudate nucleus’, the psychological 

egoism thesis could not be refuted. A further step would then be to determine whether the same 

kind of self-directed mechanism is activated before other apparently altruistic actions. One type 

of behaviour that should obviously be investigated is the motivation to help or reward other 

players at some personal cost, even in circumstances where no reputation or future gain can be 

expected. The dictator game would provide an excellent setting for this kind of investigation. 

Here, the most compelling ‘egoistic’ hypotheses to control for would be the desire to get rid of 

the negative emotion elicited by perception of social inequity, the expectation to feel a warm 

                                                                                                                                                            
25 For example, if a particular type of mental process is hypothesised and previous research in neurology indicates 

that activity of two or more brain regions underlie this type of mental process, one can test whether these particular 
brain areas are activated according to the hypothesis. If it is not the case, the hypothesis can be put into question. 

26 Such an attitude is rather plausible. In a society in which third party punishment is generally praised by the 
other members of the group, third party punishers might learn to unconsciously associate this type of behaviour with 
the psychological reward of being praised. Once such an association is fixed in individuals’ psychological makeup, 
subjects might be motivated to punish altruistically, even in situations where not obvious reward is to be expected. 
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glow of being a caretaker,27 and the fear of feeling guilty for not helping or for disappointing 

the other player. If a brain scan can show that the ‘caudate nucleus’ is not significantly activated 

in relation with generous dictators’ choices—that is when dictators transfer up to half of their 

endowment to the second player—it would be difficult to maintain the two first hypotheses. 

However, the fear of feeling guilty or of disappointing would still be available alongside the 

other-regarding interpretation.28 Further studies would then be needed to discriminate among 

these explanations.29 

At this stage of the debate, it seems to us that the most promising way to decide empirically 

whether psychological altruism or psychological egoism is true is to run a carefully designed 

series of experiments where all plausible alternative hypotheses are systematically controlled 

for. Here economists could take inspiration from the excellent work done in social psychology 

(Batson 1991). Both classical experiments and fMRI studies can be combined depending on the 

hypothesis tested. Brain imaging studies have the disadvantage—at least nowadays—that fMRI 

data can easily be over-interpreted, casting doubt on the procedure itself. However, if reliable, 

such a technique can provide an unprecedented tool for discarding—or providing confirmation 

for—various hypotheses at once. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Debates over biological and behavioural altruism seem to have more or less been settled thanks 

to excellent studies and recent theoretical achievements. This is not the case for the controversy 

over psychological altruism. The target of this paper was to discuss the possible contribution of 

experimental economics and neuroeconomics to this particular debate. After having reviewed 

some relevant studies in experimental and neuroeconomics, we have argued that these experi-

ments are open to competing interpretations regarding motivation, leaving a question mark over 

whether the psychological altruism thesis is true. This is not to deny in principle that experi-

ments in experimental economics or neuroeconomics could prove relevant for the philosophical 

debate. However, either more systematic work needs to be done in classical experimental eco-

                                                      
27 There has already been some highly interesting neuroeconomic work conducted on this particular hypothesis 

(Harbaugh, et al. 2007). 
28 Recent studies indicate that the caudate nucleus is not only linked to anticipation of reward but also to anticipa-

tion of escaping costly punishment (McCabe 2008, Spitzer, et al. 2007). We ask ourselves whether the caudate nu-
cleus is so specifically oriented or whether it is linked to a broader sensitivity towards unwanted situations. If it is 
activated in anticipation of reward and of relief from unfortunate outcomes—among them the fact of feeling guilty—
the two latter egoistic hypotheses could be controlled for with the same experiment. 

29 A complementary path of investigation would consist in making use of experimental games as a way of testing 
alternative hypotheses on altruistic motivation, such as empathy or norm compliance (for a review of the existing 
literature see Mayr, et al. 2009). 
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nomics, or new designs should be considered in neuroeconomics—or both. We have attempted 

to provide some hints for the direction of possible future research in this field. 

 

* Many thanks to the editor, three anonymous referees, Philip Kitcher, Daniel Kelly, Michel 

Chapuisat, Benoît Dubreuil, and Chloë FitzGerald for correction, advice, and comments on pre-

vious versions of this paper. 
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