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PH OTO G R A PH BY  

R O B E R T LU SS E N A N D K .  N I CO L E M U R TAG H

WHAT IS I N S T I N C T ?
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The virus eventually caught one special chimp, 

who would go fur ther down in histor y the lon -

ger the polio virus bore into him. Mr. McGregor, 

as  he was jok ingly c a l le d by researcher s ,  f i r s t 

l o s t  f u n c t i o n i n g  i n  h i s 

l e g s .  H e  w a s  s p o t t e d 

m u l t i p l e  t i m e s  f r a n t i -

cal ly reaching for berr ies 

w hi l e  h is  l e gs lay s cr am -

bled on the ground. Since 

he could no longer easily 

obtain food, he began to 

s tar ve and his r ib cage jut te d out f ur ther with 

each p ass ing day.  So on enough,  h is  sp hinc ter 

muscles gave out . Not only could he not move 

o r  e a t  e a s i l y ,  h e  w a s  a l s o  c o v e r e d  i n  e x c r e -

ment and blood while swarms of f l ies f l ickered  

around him.

Ye t  r e s e a rch e r s  n o t i ce d s o m e thi n g s t r a n g e: 

There were no other chimps around to help him. 

Despite the fact that Mr. McGregor was a popu-

lar enough chimp b efore his i l lness ,  the other 

chimps all seemed to vanish on the f irst day that 

he was observed to have a limp.  

T h e s e  c h i m p s  k n o w  n o t h i n g 

about polio,  nor do they k now 

h o w  v i r u s e s  w o r k .  Y e t  t h a t 

i n i t i a l  s i g n a l  —  t h e  l i m p  —  

F O U R  D E C A D E S  A G O ,  anxiet y weighed 
h e a v i l y  u p o n  G o m b e ,  N i g e r i a .  P o l i o m y e l i t i s 
(polio) had jammed its foot in the door and could 
be sensed ever y where.  As the v irus continued 
to spread, once reliable legs became useless and 
Gombe collapsed to a standstill. Yet polio wasn’t 
after humans. This time, it was chasing chimps.

I N S T I N C T ?



20  Sect ion |  x x .x x .x x

w a s e n o u g h t o  e s t a b l i s h  a  q u a r a n t i n e d z o n e 

where McGregor could die without af fecting the 

tribe and passing on the virus.

T h i s  a v o i d a n c e  i s  m o r e  t h a n  f e a r  o f  t h e 

u n k n o w n ;  i t ’ s  i n s t i n c t .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  t e r m 

h a s  h i s t o r i c a l l y  b e e n  u s e d  w i t h  a  m y s t i c a l ,  

somewhat psychic connotation, modern biology 

dictates that it is any complex behavior that has 

a f ixed pat tern throughout a species, yet is un-

learned. Instead, animals such as chimps know 

i n s t i n c t i v e l y  t o  a v o i d  a  s i c k  a n i m a l  t h r o u g h 

experiences that have been passed down from 

generation to generation.

When we have a sense of disgust ,  whether i t 

be for mold on bread or the obnoxious sneeze of 

a classmate, that also falls under the category of 

instinct. Af ter all, both the mold and the sneeze 

s e r ve as  a  threat  to yo ur immun e s ys te m an d 

could even render you dead.

O n e  r e c e n t  s t u d y  u n d e r l i n e s  t h i s  p o i n t  

per fec tly. Par ticipants were shown a pic ture of 

a  m a n w i t h a n u g l y  r e d p atc h o f  s k i n  s p r e a d -

i n g  o v e r  h a l f  o f  h i s  f a c e ,  b u t  w e r e  i n f o r m e d 

t h a t  h e  h a d  n o t h i n g  w r o n g  w i t h  h i m  a n d 

t h at  i t  w as o n l y  a  b i r t h m a r k .  T h e y we r e t h e n 

shown a picture of a dif ferent man, who looked 

complete ly normal ,  but were to ld that he had 

t u b e r c u l o s i s .  A f t e r  c o n d u c t i n g  a  t e s t  w h e r e 

wo r ds we re f l ash e d o n a  s c re e n n e x t  to e a ch 

m a n’s  p i c t u r e ,  i t  w as  f o u n d t h at  p a r t i c i p a nt s 

were more l ike ly to associate negative ef fec t s  

( s u c h  a s  “ d a n g e r , ” 

“a v o i d ”  a n d  “ i l l n e s s ” ) 

w i t h  t h e  m a n  w h o 

h a d a  b i r t h m a r k ,  n o t 

the one with tubercu-

losis . The visible bir thmark 

s e t  o f f  o n e  o f  o u r  m a n y  

health-conscious instincts.

S t r a n g e r s ,  t o o ,  a r e  u n -

der the scrutiniz ing eye of 

i ns t i n c t .  N ot  o n l y  d o th ey 

represent a possible hostile 

t a k e o v e r  o f  l a n d ,  t h e y  i n -

troduce new diseases with 

w hich th e immun e s ys tem 

has never been acquainted. 

P a r t i c u l a r l y  t h r o u g h o u t 

t h e  A g e  o f  E x p l o r a t i o n , 

count less d is eas es were b rought to in -

digenous populations by sailors. The end 

result was decimation and more reason 

to heed one’s instinct.

 S o m e r e s e a rch e r s  h ave d u b b e d t h is 

s i t u a t i o n  “ d e a r  e n e m y  r e c o g n i t i o n . ”  

Te r r i t o r i a l  c r e a t u r e s  w i l l  r e a c t  m o r e 

s t r o n g l y  t o  s t r a n g e r s  t h a n  t o  t h e i r 

n e i g h b o r s  s i n ce i t  m i ni m i z e s  th e t i m e 

and energy spent on terr itorial defense. 

That, and we instinctually choose not to 

t r u s t  s o m e o n e f r o m a n o t h e r  t e r r i t o r y, 

culture or tribe.

Ye t  s o m e i ns t i n c t s  e x i s t  to  p r e p t h e 

i m m u n e  s y s t e m ,  n o t  j u s t  k e e p  c o n -

taminants at bay. In humans (and many 

other species), one theor y is that babies 

feel the need to put ever y thing in their 

mouth as a way of introducing bac teria 

a n d  o t h e r  m i c r o o r g a n i s m s  i n  a  n e a t , 

controllable bundle.

Anim als  f ro m o u t s i d e of  th e p r im ate 

STAYING ALIVE

T h e  t e m p e r a t u r e  s o a r e d  a b o v e  10 0  d e g r e e s  Fa h r e n h e i t  a n d 

Prosp er i  had nothing but a s ip of water le f t  over.  Af ter t wo days ,  

he found a Muslim shrine and was so desperate for a drink that he 

wrung the neck s of several  bat s and s lurp ed their  b lood. He also 

drank his own urine.

Eventually,  Prosperi lef t the shr ine and set of f across the deser t 

towards a m ount ain r ang e in th e dis t ance.  A f u l l  n in e days af ter 

his disappearance, he was found and taken to an Algerian mil itar y 

camp, then to a hospital .  He had trekked approximately 186 miles 

of f  route and had los t  around 4 0 p ounds in b o dy weight .  H e has 

since returned to compete in the same marathon three times.

Prosp er i ’s  sur v ival  ins t inc t  had k icke d in .  T he term throughout 

the ages for this instinct has been conatus, which is Latin for endeav-

or, ef fort, striving, impulse and a plethora of other words pointing to 

self-preservation. It refers to the instinctive, inexplicable will to live.

Scholars whose names l ine our histor y book s have philosophized 

conatus e x tensive ly.  Ar is tot le ,  C icero and L aer t ius each b e l ieve d 

that this sur vival instinc t dominated and inf luenced all other emo -

tions. Accordingly, the will to sur vive is more persistent than going 

against instinct and giving up. 

Another aspec t of this v iew of conatus was the way the phi loso -

phers believed humans perceived moralit y. They asser ted that peo -

ple do not wish to do something because they consider it “good,” but 

rather that they want to do it and, therefore, it is “good.” Our current 

perception of moralit y is arguably based on this belief, for cultures 

throughout the world have created what is considered “good” itself.

M A U R O  P R O S P E R I  had been swallowed by 
the sands of  Morocco.  What  would have ordi -
nari ly  been a week- long marathon for  this  ex-
perienced pentathlete turned into a day-to-day 
bat t le  with the e lements .  The sandstorm was 
so f ierce that it  forced Prosperi into disorienta-
tion; he was soon stranded in the middle of the  
Sahara Desert.

o r d e r  h ave su ch h e a l th - re l ate d i ns t i n c t s ,  to o. 

S a l m o n  r e t u r n  t o  t h e i r  b i r t h p l a c e  t o  s p a w n . 

Mice can smell  the dif ference bet ween a mate 

that has intestinal worms and one that does not. 

Sheep avoid parasites by staying away from ma-

nure where parasites tend to breed. Ever y spe -

cies lives to dodge death.
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AN INSTINCTUAL DIVERSION

THE MOR AL INSTINCT
PSYCHOLOGIST JONATHAN HAIDT 
has  a  wealth  of  k nowle dge at  his  f inger-
tips when it comes to instinctual morality.  
In  his  s tudies ,  h e  has  deve lop e d s ever al 
s c e n a r i o s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e 
placed in often morally revolting situations.  
After reading each scenario, he simply asks: 
Was it okay that this happened?  

Moralit y is taught, but cer tain responses, such as 

disgust, are not. They are instinctual. It is theorized 

that we are taught to feel disgust or other negative 

inst inc tual emotions — the ones which ordinar i ly 

stop us from eating that moldy bread or sitting near 

someone with the f lu — so as to keep us from doing 

something dangerous. 

Take, for instance, the story of Kate and Justin: 

It ’s 1993 in Paris, where Kate and Justin have just 

f inished of f  delec table croque -monsieur sand -

wiches .  T hey are e xp lor ing the c i t y as p ar t  of 

their summer vacation from college. One night, 

they de cide i t  would b e interest ing and fun i f 

they t r ie d mak ing love.  K ate is  a l ready t ak ing 

bir th control p i l ls ,  but Just in wears a condom, 

just in case. They both enjoy the sex, but decide 

never to do i t  again b e cause they are brother 

and s is ter.  T hey ke ep the night to themselves ,  

a s  a  s e c r e t ,  w h i c h m a ke s  t h e m f e e l  c l o s e r  to 

each other. Was it okay for them to make love?

Chances are, “No” had jabbed its way into your 

brain as soon as incest stepped into the picture. 

This reaction happens to 

b e p re cis e l y w hat H aidt 

is hoping for. In response 

t o  t h e  a b o v e  s c e n a r i o , 

p a r t i c i p a n t s  u s u a l l y 

scof f out a resounding moral “No.”  

Ye t  w h e n  a s k e d  w h y  s o m e t h i n g 

w a s  n o t  “ o k a y ”  —  r e l i g i o u s 

t e a c h i n g s  a s i d e  —  p e o p l e  b i t e  

their tongues.

One common explanation is that 

the ac t  might of fend the commu -

nit y, to which Haidt would remind 

them that the t wo were in France 

at the time and that they kept it a 

secret .  Subjec ts would then of ten 

suggest that the t wo may be emo -

tionally hur t , even though the sto -

r y makes it clear that the pair was 

f i n e .  T h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f 

b ir th defe c t s a lso makes 

i t s  w a y  t o  t h e  s t a g e  o f 

r e a s o n i n g ,  d e s p i t e  t h e 

fac t that Kate and Justin 

were ver y considerate of 

c o n t r a c e p t i o n .  E v e n t u -

a l l y,  p at ient s g ive up on 

reas o nin g,  an d res o r t  to 

a simple, “I don’t know. It’s just wrong.”

This instinc tual ,  inexplicable reason 

t h a t  s o m e t h i n g  i s  w r o n g  m a y  h a v e 

i t s  ow n r e p r o d u c t i ve r o o t s .  I t ’s  we l l 

k n ow n that  th e of f sp r in g of  s ib l in gs 

a r e  l e ss  l i ke l y  to  b e h e a l t hy,  ye t  t h e 

study revealed that breeding reasons 

were the f inal mention and the small -

e s t  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  i n  a  p a r t i c i p a n t ’s 

decision that the incest bet ween Kate 

an d Jus t in shouldn’ t  have hap p en e d . 

Instead, morality instantaneously took 

t h e  f r o n t  s e a t ,  p o s s i b l y  i n  t h e  f o r m  

of disgust.

Inces t in Haidt ’s  scenar io may ac tual ly have 

m o r e to d o w i t h m a i nt a i n i n g g e n e t i c  v a r i e t y 

a n d f i t n e s s ,  b u t  i t  i s  f u r t h e s t  f r o m o u r  m i n d . 

Up on the mention of inces t ,  we b e come war y 

of the situation, possibly because an association 

has b e en bui l t  b et we en moral i t y and inst inc t .  

In this way, humans in a moral pickle can divert 

at tention to an instinct that tr iggers anxiet y, avoidance 

or any mix of the two.

O f t e n ,  w e  g o  a g a i n s t  i n s t i n c t .  W e  c a n  s i t  b y  t h a t 

sni f f l ing c lassmate or wi l l ingly eat that s l ice of  moldy 

b r e a d .  Ye t  t h e  b a c k b o n e  f o r  a n y  i n s t i n c t  i s  s t r o n g :  

R e g r e t ,  a b o u t  s o m e t h i n g  y o u r  m i n d  k n e w  b e t t e r  

to avoid. •

M O R A L I T Y  has a dif f icult case to make. 
I t  c a n ’ t  b e  p r ove n  a s  a n  i n s t i n c t  i n  t h e 
strictest def inition of the term because the 
over whelming consensus is  that  moral it y 
is learned — from parents,  religion or the 
very act of being involved in a community.


