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Is this present Welfare Reform Bill symbolic of a welfare system, which promotes the survival of the fittest, or the survival of the nicest?   Strange questions, maybe, but as Andrew Marr described in his BBC series, last March “Darwin: his dangerous idea”, Darwin’s theory of natural selection has dramatically influenced, not just scientific thinking, but religious, economic and political thinking as well – particularly relating to welfare; and the relationship between the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ of society.  
Marr’s series gave me a different insight into those tensions, which have always been within the welfare system but are now crystallising around the current Welfare Reform Bill of 2009.  
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It was not until 1970 that the biologist, Richard Dawkin proved how Darwin’s theory of ‘natural selection’ was achieved by “the selfish gene” reproducing itself at the expense of others. 
This was the first scientific validation of Herbert Spencer’s theory that it was only the strongest and fittest members of the species, which could and should propagate and survive.  
Spencer first coined the phrase the ‘survival of the fittest” in 1864. After reading Spencer, Darwin also adopted the term, in later editions of his work, with, as it turned out to be, dire consequences; for such terminology led to the development of eugenics and the consequential enforced sterilisation of many hundreds of thousands of disabled people around the world; as well as the mass extermination of thousands in Nazi Germany; and all in the name of social welfare 
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Eugenic thinking did, however, influence British welfare provision; adding to the growth of segregated institutions, as did Jeremy Bentham’s 19th century ideas of Utilitarianism.  Bentham proposed the creation of the National Charity Company for the poor. This body was to be responsible for the relief of the indigent poor within the community; running the workhouses would extract forced labour (and profit) from their pauper inhabitants. They would also be paid an allowance per head by the government to house a certain number of paupers.  Utilitarianism also proposed that the conditions of the inhabitants were not to be any better than those of the lowest classes living outside.   
To me this seems very similar to the present proposals in the current Bill to privatise employment services and pay per capita for the placement and continual employment of claimants. 
The government is saying that these private companies will develop expertise and provide high quality, personally tailored training and support services to individual claimants.  But there is no guarantee that this will happen.  It certainly hasn’t happened in America, where these alien ideas came from.  
In America this system of payment by results has shown that provision is focussed on meeting administrative targets, rather than meeting the specific needs of individuals.   Those facing more complex multi-dimensional barriers have been left behind, as providers cherry pick those who require less expensive and time-consuming training and support

The present Bill also proposes overall and specific cuts to the income of claimants, making their living conditions far, far worse than those earning the minimum hourly rate within the labour market  
However, this Utilitarian theory of the ‘survival of the fittest’ has a flaw in it.  
Darwin was perplexed by the way some bees gave up their ability to propagate and spent their lives defending their hives, dying in the process; so allowing other bees to get on with collecting nectar and reproduction.  He wondered why these bees displayed such unselfish altruism

It wasn’t until 1971, that Robert Trivers explained, mathematically, how acts of altruism towards non-related organisms can benefit the evolution of the entire species.  This he called ‘reciprocal altruism’.
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However, Trivers noted that reciprocal altruism is not unconditional. Firstly, the act of altruism must give rise to a surplus of cooperation, in the sense that the gains to the beneficiary must be perceived to be meaningfully larger than the costs to the benefactor.  Secondly the act of altruism should be reciprocated by the original beneficiary, if the situation is later reversed. Failure to do so will usually cause the original benefactor to withdraw future acts of altruism. 
Notions of reciprocal altruism can be seen within the present Welfare Reform Bill.  The state will now provide the welfare claimant with money and support to get a job on condition they will repay the state by way of making an effort to gain employment. If, however, they do not make any effort to find employment, the reciprocal altruism rule of conditionality applies; and the claimant loses their benefits.  
But mathematical biology has shown that nature has moved on to providing acts of unconditional altruism. The American George Price, in 1972 came up with an equation, which explains the evolutionary logic of true selfless altruism:  W ∆ Z = Cov(wi,zi)  
What this equation actually shows is that acts of kindness and selfishness are driven by ‘selfish genes’ pursuing their own interest. 
Natural examples of Price’s mathematical model have been found in social biology; however, it was not until 2004, that Samuel Bowles, in his study of Australian Aboriginals, finally coined the term ‘survival of the nicest’.  
What all of this research shows, is that we have an in-built capacity, within our very DNA, to help others, to put others first, especially those close to us, for the benefit and future survival of our community. The evolution of human morality and altruism is therefore not just one of religious dogma or practice; although the philosophy of giving to the poor is intrinsic to most religions, including Christianity.  

You may be reminded of the story of the Widow’s Mite in the Bible in which Jesus remarked that she had contributed more than any of the rich, because they had contributed from their surplus, whereas she had contributed from her means.
As one commentator has said, “True altruism is not what you give, but what you give up.” 

And that is true for the tax and benefit system, too.  It’s not what the government pays in welfare benefits, which must be many billions of pounds; but what priority it gives to welfare spending relative to other demands.  The government continually says it cannot afford to spend more money on welfare; the welfare budget has to be cut to make savings.  But the government has recently spent much more, trillions of pounds, bailing out crooked and incompetent bankers.  
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I’m not saying that shouldn’t have happened, but the ‘value’ of the banking system seems to have been seen as being so great, that politicians have decided to put the country into hoc, probably for the next two decades, to save it.    

The question is; does the government place any value on its welfare system, if it continually strives to get it on the cheap? 
Cheap welfare costs everyone. It cost the recipient their health and wellbeing; it costs family stress and break-ups; it costs education in poor student motivation and participation; it costs housing and environments in lack of repair and maintenance; it costs crime to increase; and so it costs the tax-payer – the original provider of welfare – much more to try to put all these concomitant factors right
Now, I’m not asking Tony McNulty to fall on his sword – afterall he has two houses to upkeep.  
What I am asking is for him, and all of us, to take this time in the evolution of the welfare state; and at this time of world-wide economic trauma, to think about the value we place on the welfare of our fellow human beings.
True altruism isn’t about martyrdom; it’s about recognising the true value of others; both their intrinsic and extrinsic value to the development and survival of the entire community.
That can only be done by recognising the rights of others to be the same as your rights; recognising that their view is as valid as your view; recognising that their participation within the political and socio-economic framework of society is as valid as your participation; and recognising that each and every one of us should flourish within the same environment, free from the discrimination of any physical, social, organisational or attitudinal barriers. 
Again, perhaps we all should be reminded of the very first of the four core values of human rights law published by the Office of the United Nation’s High Commissioner for Human Rights, which is:

“…. the dignity of each individual, who is deemed to be of inestimable value because of his/her inherent self-worth, and not because s/he is economically or otherwise “useful”; 
When I met the author of these welfare reforms, David Freud, he couldn’t understand that there were issues, which could impede their equal participation within the labour market, other than what he perceived to be inadequacies within disabled people, themselves.
He dismissed the view that I and many of my fellow colleagues have within the disabled people’s movement; that there are factors extraneous to their impairments which disable their equal participation within the labour market and society at large
By dismissing those views, he dismissed and devalued not only me, but the very people he was affecting by his outmoded utilitarian measures. And by going to him, a Conservative international banker, to reform the welfare system, rather than those who are engaged with it, the government too has shown its lack of true altruism. 

Altruism has been described as the selfless concern for the welfare of others.  It has even been described as “The golden rule of ethics”.   But most important of all, it also allows us to see the intrinsic and extrinsic value of others, which through cooperation and deferment can and does allow our society to develop and survive.
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