





















































a Janusz Reykowski

“crimes of obedience,” cognitive biases, etc., contributed to the
reinforcement of a rather unflattering picture of the human being.
There were, though, some attempts to look at human nature in
different ways—the proponents of humanistic psychology claimed
that an individual, freed from imposed constraints and undue pres-
sures, will manifest a capacity for empathy and creative self-
realization. But the foundations of this claim were rather shaky.
In fact, it was more an expression of the personal convictions of
its authors than a proposition supported by some kind of scientific
evidence.

Nevertheless, over the last two decades there has been an in-
creasing number of empirical studies focusing on the “positive”
forms of human behavior—on the psychological mechanism of pro-
social actions: helping, sharing, and caring for others. Many of
these studies were conducted in laboratory settings. But their real
significance could not be fully appreciated as long as there was
not enough data linking laboratory situations with real life. The
studies of real-life altruism provide this missing link. They show
the phenomenon that in the laboratory may have a rather elusive
and “ghostly” existence, but that under certain conditions can
become very robust; prosocial forces can sustain themselves under
the most adverse conditions.

The studies of altruism indicate that the idea that empathy and
altruism as a natural propensity of a human being must inevitably
appear, if the conditions that suppress it are eliminated, is rather
simpleminded. The real mechanisms of prosocial action are ap-
parently much more complex. As the understanding of these mech-
anisms grows, many of our old views about human beings may
require major revisions.

This was, in fact, the basic assumption of the organizers of the
conference. They believed that through the analysis of these mech-
anisms we could shed new light on a number of issues: on theories
of personality, social attitudes, and culture; on family relation-
ships, education, and public policy; on moral, philosophical, and
religious considerations. Of course, one cannot in the framework
of one conference exhaust all the possible considerations dealing
with this topic. Its major goal was therefore more modest; it was
to instigate thought about the implications of the studies on al-
truism for our approach to different spheres of social life. And this
is also the aim of this book, which is the outcome of that conference.

The organizers of the conference would like to express their
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exterminating centers, yet it also mounted an impressive resis-
tance. Testimonies about that period were everywhere: in the mon-
uments on every few streets to those who had died, in the Warsaw
ghetto remnants in the heart of the city, in Auschwitz where we
visited, and in conversations with Poles. The scarcity of goods on
store shelves, the long lines of people waiting patiently to enter
the shops, and the unrepaired facades on buildings attested to the
economic hardships Poles endured in the years following. But dur-
ing that very summer of our conference, Communist and Solidarity
representatives were meeting at the round table to see if they could
forge unprecedented cooperative means to bring the country to a
new political structure without violence. The symbolic significance
of these multiple events—simultaneously grim and hopeful—was
keenly felt by all of us.

The conference participants were a highly diverse group. Com-
posed of scholars from multiple disciplines (historians, psycholo-
gists, social psychologists, sociologists, philosophers, educators,
and social welfare representatives) and nations, their approaches
to the topic ranged from highly theoretical to strongly pragmatic.
Inherent in such diversity is both a threat and a promise: the threat
of increasing fragmentation, polarization, and disconnectedness,
and the promise of bringing mutual enrichment and cohesion out
of isolating specializations and cultural specificities. The threat
was quickly dissipated, for what eventually marked the lively ex-
changes and the resultant papers included herein was the sense of
commonality of issues and shared problems, albeit expressed in
the conceptual language particular to their respective disciplines.

The common underlying motif of the conference, expressed im-
plicitly or explicitly, was the inadequacy of dominant theories to
explain altruism—particularly heroic altruism, such as rescue.
Such inadequacies focused on central issues.

One issue revolved around prevailing definitions of altruism and
its relationship to moral theory. Behaviorist definitions try to avoid
motivational issues, while concentrating on objective, measurable
criteria. Other definitions have included motivational aspects,
some insisting for example on specific internal states, such as em-
pathy, lack of concern with restitution, specific values (such as love
or compassion), personal norms, or principles of justice. Confer-
ence participants almost unanimously rejected behaviorist defi-
nitions as adequate. And while they also did not accept the
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motivations identified by others as quite sufficient to explain res-
cue, they largely agreed that the issue of motivation was essential
to any adequate definition of altruism.

Another issue revolved around the relationship of altruism gen-
erally and rescue specifically to morality and moral theory. While
none disputed the idea that altruism resonates with moral impli-
cations, rescue itself appeared to imply moral themes that ex-
tended beyond Western conceptions of morality and prevailing
moral theories. Neither the Kantian notions of justice nor insist-
ence on pure selflessness appeared satisfactory to address altruism
generally or the particular moral virtues of rescue.

The continuing debate over the paradox of altruism in the con-
text of evolutionary theory surfaced as yet another issue. While
notions of kinship and reciprocity might help explain some cases
of altruism, they appeared inadequate to explain rescue behavior
that was directed toward outsiders who were often strangers, and
who constituted poor prospects for future reciprocity claims. Yet
to rely on cultural explanations alone appeared equally unaccept-
able in view of real human biological constraints. Could evolu-
tionary theory be reconciled or modified to account for behaviors
such as rescue?

Just as evolutionary theory appeared inadequate to explain res-
cue, so did social psychological theory. If altruism is a trait that
some people have and others do not, as implied in the notion of
“an altruistic personality,” then the world can presumably be di-
vided into altruists and nonaltruists. But people often behave al-
truistically in one context and selfishly in another, and the quality
of their altruistic responses also varies in the sense of their effec-
tiveness and comprehensiveness. Given that many aspects of cog-
nition and affect are subject to development, might it not be the
case that altruism itself is an incremental developmental stage
process, the potential for which all people have but not all develop
fully?

Nor could social psychological theory adequately account for
the influence of culture and the demands of specific situations.
While apparently altruistic acts might share behavioral similari-
ties, the meaning of such acts often differs depending on the culture
in which they occurred. Thus, for example, rescue in the case of
Denmark appeared to be largely an affirmation of national political
traditions, whereas among Christian Reformed groups in Holland,
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it appeared to be largely an affirmation of religious culture in
which Jews were perceived as God’s chosen people.

Finally, conferees unanimously agreed that the pragmatic im-
plications of their work were of the utmost importance. The hope
they shared in common was that their work would illuminate prac-
tice designed to create a better world society.

These issues, initially expressed at the conference, were subse-
quently refined in the written articles that followed thereafter.
They serve as the organizational framework for this volume.

PART 2: PHILOSOPHICAL, DEFINITIONAL, AND
CONCEPTUAL ISSUES

The authors of part 2 address three central questions: What is an
adequate definition of “altruism’’? How is altruism related to res-
cue particularly and morality generally? And how well do our
traditions of moral thought illuminate the phenomenon of al-
truism?

Rejecting ordinary forms of prosocial behavior as manifesta-
tions of altruism, Krzysztof Konarzewski (chapter 1) begins by
arguing that the rescue of Jews during the Holocaust was a pro-
totypical form of moral altruism. Heroic altruism of this type, says
Konarzewski, requires both empathy and protest, two quite dif-
ferent motivational orientations. Whereas the former depends on
some degree of social dependency or conformism, the latter re-
quires a principled independence based on recognition of and com-
mitment to the axiological foundations of community life. Since
these are rooted in quite different and apparently irreconcilable
psychological orientations, Konarzewski asks how both can be cul-
tivated simultaneously in the same individual.

While Lawrence Blum (chapter 2) agrees emphatically that res-
cue was a qualitatively different activity from that implied in more
routine kindly acts, he finds the term “altruism”’ itself insufficient
to capture the moral resonances of rescue. Although agreeing with
Konarzewski that rescue was unquestionably an altruistic act and
an act of protest, Blum nonetheless argues that rescue involved
moral principles beyond altruism. While acknowledging that mo-
rality requires universality—that is, extending one’s concern to all
human beings—he adds a distinctly innovative component by in-
troducing the moral value of “affirming cultures.” Whereas uni-
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versality denies differences and obscures them, preserving people
as a distinct people affirms their valued specificity.

Victor Seidler (chapter 3) takes Blum'’s argument further. Rather
than liberating people and embracing them, the universalistic ra-
tional tradition, rooted in Enlightenment thought, is predicated
on an abstract humanity from which cultural identity is to be
trajected. In this tradition, feelings and self are regarded as man-
ifestations of egoism; thus, the price of freedom and equality is
self-denial. Seidler argues that Western moral theorists have em-
braced this notion with pernicious consequences. Inasmuch as the
language of altruism is tied to Christian/Kantian thought, neither
the concept of altruism nor conventional Western notions of mo-
rality or moral theory suffice to explain rescue. By way of contrast
with this tradition, which emphasizes “‘ethical purity,” he offers
the tradition of Judaism, which, he says, accepts emotions, self,
and individuality as well as social context as part of the human
condition and integral to moral behavior rather than in conflict
with it.

PART 3: SOCIOBIOLOGY AND MORAL ALTRUISM

Given that altruism is maladaptive at the individual level, in the
sense of being incompatible with reproductive success, how can
altruism generally and rescue behavior particularly be explained
in terms of evolutionary theory? Rejecting both exclusively bio-
logically based and exclusively culturally based explanations for
this paradox, Ian Vine (chapter 4) and Ronald Cohen (chapter 5)
attribute altruism to an interaction between biologically based
altruistic dispositions and cultural inputs. While kin selection, re-
ciprocity, and manipulation help explain altruism in part, says
Vine, they are inadequate to explain the self-sacrificial behavior
toward “outsiders” as evidenced in rescue behavior. He proposes
instead that an evolved subjective self-system enables humans to
transcend biological constraints and develop sympathy and a sense
of identity with a broad range of others. What genes do is provide
a range of possible behaviors, but it is culture and learning that
shape the selection of the range. Hence, he concludes, “our biology
encourages us to be saints in some contexts and allows us to in
others. ...But it remains a matter of choice which human options
we cultivate.”

Although he conceptualizes it somewhat differently, Cohen also



Introduction 11

proposes an interactionist model between biology and culture, in
which choice features. Altruism, including rescue, says Cohen, is
based on both genetic and sociocultural evolution. Its genetic basis
lies in an innate capacity for restraint that modifies dominance
striving and provides a basis for morality. Congruent with the
“dual inheritance model” advanced by Boyd and Richerson, he
argues that while biological and cultural evolution are logically
and empirically separate domains, “they are nonetheless united
phenomenologically into a single process of descent with modifi-
cation.” Hence, while not divorced from reproductive inheritance,
both biology and culture are modifiable, the latter most particu-
larly through role recruitment, population migrations, and diffu-
sion of traits. Current societal trends (e.g., a rising concern with
public versus private concerns, the end of Cold War tensions, and
an increase in the nuclearization of family life), coupled with the
phenomenon of rescue itself, lead Cohen to a very optimistic view
regarding the possibilities for the evolution of what he calls “civil
society,” in which norms and behaviors toward other persons and
groups will take their welfare into account.

PART 4: THE DEVELOPMENT AND ENACTMENT
OF ALTRUISM

The chapters in this section address the growth of altruism over
the life span and the internal and external factors that mediate
altruistic behavior. Dennis Krebs and Frank Van Hesteren (chapter
6) begin by asking whether there really are altruists and egoists
or whether we are all a little bit of both. Rather than a trait that
some people have and others do not, altruism, they argue, is shared
to a greater or lesser degree by all people, and the capacity for it
grows with social and cognitive development. Claiming that past
approaches have failed to adequately address the stages of altruis-
tic development and its interactional aspect, Krebs and Van Hes-
teren propose a ‘“‘developmental-interactional” model consisting
of seven cognitively based stage structures, the apex of which is
“integrated altruism.” What distinguishes individuals possessing
advanced stages is their more direct focus on enhancing the welfare
of others as an end in itself, and their capacity to perform a broader
array of more altruistic acts, as well as their capacity to respond
more adequately. Van Hesteren (chapter 7) expands on the devel-
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opmental aspect of the model, particularly as it relates to the most
highly developed, ideal type. Drawing on theory and empirical
research, he elaborates on the characteristics of this type, describ-
ing the coordination of characteristics within the personality, the
forces that drive it, and the internal dynamics that mediate be-
tween structures and altruistic behavior. At the most advanced
stage of “ideal” altruism, says Van Hesteren, individuals achieve
a powerful and highly integrated sense of self-identity. Acutely self-
aware, they are thus ever mindful of their internal standards and
consistently “on the watch” for situations involving altruism.

The importance of self-awareness in altruism is also highlighted
by Maria Jarymowicz (chapter 8). Whereas ‘“‘endocentric” altru-
ism—which stems from a focus on one’s own norms and stan-
dards—may result in an appropriate altruistic response when
directed toward similar others, “exocentric” altruism—which
stems from centering on the other—is more likely to result in an
appropriate response when directed toward those who are dissim-
ilar as well. Exocentric altruism, says Jarymowicz, is more likely
to occur among those who have a strong sense of self-other dis-
tinctiveness. On the basis of results from several empirical studies,
she suggests that people with low self-distinctiveness experience
identity problems; thus they have a greater need to differentiate
themselves from in-group members, and are more likely to dis-
criminate against dissimilar “out-group”’ others.

Like Krebs and Van Hesteren, as well as Jarymowicz, Zuzanna
Smolenska and Janusz Reykowski (chapter 9) also distinguish
among types of altruism and altruistic motivation, and apply their
conceptual framework to an analysis of rescuers’ motivations. The
motives of rescuers, they claim, were basically of three types: al-
locentric, normocentric, and axiological. Whereas allocentric mo-
tivations are induced by direct contact with a person in need and
attention on his/her cognitive and affective state, normocentric
motivations (similar to stages 3 and 4 in Krebs and Van Hesteren's
model) are induced by the norms of significant reference groups,
which, however, may be internalized in varying degrees. Axio-
logical altruism (similar to stages 5 and 6 in the Krebs and Van
Hesteren model) is motivated by indignation at the violation of
moral principles relating to care and justice.

Leo Montada (chapter 10) also finds evidence to support the
concept that people display different kinds of altruism in different
situations. The motivation for prosocial activities, says Montada,
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varies with the social structure and the relationships between the
potential helper and the needy. On the basis of two empirical stud-
ies, Montada reports that moral outrage coupled with existential
guilt were the best predictors of prosocial commitment with re-
spect to disadvantaged people who are not personally known. How-
ever, in personal relationships between middle-aged daughters and
elderly mothers, the best predictor was love realized as part of
individual role behavior, such as the daughter’s customary behav-
ior, personal normative consideration, and the opportunity to help.

If developmental theorists are correct, the capacity for higher-
stage altruism should increase with age. Elizabeth Midlarsky’s
studies (chapter 11) suggest that this implication may be correct.
Individuals aged sixty-five to seventy-five were more likely to vol-
unteer for a first-aid course than younger candidates (as long as
the fee was not too high) and were more likely to give more al-
truistic reasons for doing so than younger volunteers. In general,
the elderly reported a high involvement in helping behavior, and
most attributed it to intrinsic factors.

Is heroic altruism, such as rescue, then a manifestation of ad-
vanced altruism? While none of the above authors tackle this ques-
tion directly, they imply that without an understanding of its
underlying motives and cognitive structures, the behavior itself
cannot be properly assessed.

PART 5: EMBRACING THE “OUTSIDER"’

Whereas the chapters described above concentrate on conceptual
issues, the authors of this section discuss altruism in the context
of concrete historical events. In highlighting the acts of Turks who
saved the lives of Armenians during the Genocide of 1915, Richard
Hovannisian (chapter 12) not only contributes a pioneering study
of this phenomenon but also raises the issue of its cultural meaning.
Although he attributes much of this activity to humanitarian mo-
tives, he is not certain they were altruistic. “How,” he asks, ‘“should
one view the childless couple, or the family with no male children,
who rescued, converted, and adopted Armenian infants and young-
sters and loved and provided for them while forcing them to forget
their ethnic and religious origins?” Hovannisian implies that by
failing to affirm their cultures, these interveners failed to do what
the highest level of morality requires—a point with which Blum
and Seidler would probably agree. Yet Hovannisian acknowledges
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that conversion and Turkification occurred in an historical and
cultural context where they implied both the physical and spiritual
well-being of their wards. Moreover, he asks, “If altruism means
that there is no profit motive or gain for the intervener,” then how
does one categorize those who profited from their labor? The dif-
ficulty arises because in rural societies, “‘even the most humani-
tarian families required labor of all family members.”

Whereas Hovannisian only alludes to the cultural context, Law-
rence Baron (chapter 13) and Ewa Kurek-Lesik (chapter 14) em-
phasize it. Dutch involvement in rescue, says Baron, was facilitated
by an historical tradition of religious tolerance and the high rate
of Jewish assimilation into the mainstream. Despite these cultur-
ally supportive elements, however, the percentage of Dutch Jews
who perished was among the highest in all of Nazi-dominated
Europe, largely the consequence of an unfortunate convergence of
specific situational characteristics and events that inhibited rescue.
However, the Polish nuns who saved Jewish children did so despite
pervasive Polish values and Catholic thought, which were per-
meated with anti-Semitism. Yet, as Kurek-Lesik observes, this
same Catholic tradition also motivated them to help, for embedded
within it was the ideal of responding to the suffering of all hu-
manity. Unlike Hovannisian, she has no difficulty in categorizing
their behavior as altruistic, even when they baptized and converted
them. Given their commitment to save lives as the highest goal,
and their belief that this was the best way to ensure their physical
and spiritual salvation, as well as the absence of cultural norms
regarding alternatively appropriate behaviors toward their
charges, the sisters acted according to the best interests of their
charges as they saw them.

As implied by the above authors, situations and culture can
facilitate altruism, but only as they intersect with personal attri-
butes and personal meaning. In the case of Dov Yirmiya, personal
and political culture merged to produce what Rachel Hertz-
Lazarowitz (chapter 15) describes as a “political altruist.” A pas-
sionately committed Israeli who fought in the War of Independence
and the Lebanon War, Yirmiya is currently devoting all his time
to helping Palestinians. Hertz-Lazarowitz calls his motivation em-
pathic and political altruism, but his efforts to reconcile his par-
ticularist attachments—strong loyalty to his country and people—
with the universalistic values implied by socialist/Zionist ideology
has put him at the margins of Israeli society. In describing him as
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an individual committed ““to people” as well as “to abstract prin-
ciples of justice, the national legitimacy of groups, equality, moral
conduct and humanism,” Hertz-Lazarowitz highlights the tension
that frequently accompanies such dualities, as well as the mode
of their integration as suggested by the interactionist model pro-
posed by Krebs and Van Hesteren.

PART 6: PROMOTING ALTRUISTIC BONDS

If society were to self-consciously decide to support the promotion
of altruism, how might it do so? Noting that rescuers were marked
by what they call “extensivity”’—that is, a dual orientation toward
attachments in interpersonal relationships as well as an inclusive
sense of obligation toward multiple groups—Pear]l and Samuel
Oliner (chapter 16) launch this section by proposing eight social
processes that can encourage an extensive orientation. Four of the
processes they identify relate primarily to forming attachments to
known others; they include bonding, empathizing, learning caring
norms, and participating in caring behaviors. The remaining four
deal primarily with developing a sense of obligation toward the
broader society; they include diversifying, networking, reasoning,
and forming global connections. This framework, they propose,
can serve as a conceptual lens for analyzing current social insti-
tutions with the view of reinforcing, modifying, or adding com-
ponents as necessary.

“What kind of socialization is required to raise caring, cooper-
ative, helpful persons?’ asks Ervin Staub (chapter 17). Pointing to
the role of a society’s ideals and the actual experiences of children,
and drawing on empirical research, he makes specific recommen-
dations regarding the nature of such experiences in families and
schools. Socialization experiences to promote caring help children
develop what Staub calls “connected identities.” Rather than
merely autonomous or independent on the one hand, or embedded
on the other hand, people with connected identities have a sense
of themselves in relation. Thus, they feel both connected to others
as well as apart, and at times can stand in opposition to others.

Whereas Staub addresses the institutions of family and schools
generally, Daniel Boland (chapter 18) cites the case of Alcoholics
Anonymous as a concrete example of altruism. What alcoholics
offer each other in this context is nonintrusive listening, personal
knowledge of the experience and its accompanying despair, non-
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pects of the moral accomplishment of rescuers. He distinguishes
between altruism as the concern for another person’s welfare as
such, and resistance to evil (including resistance to persecution,
racism, and genocide). This distinction is very much like Konar-
zewski’s but with two important differences. Blum thinks it un-
likely that a rescuer would engage in rescue purely from the motive
of protest or resistance to evil, since he/she would not be likely to
see the regime as evil unless he/she also had some altruistic concern
for its victims.

Second, Blum does not see protest or resistance to evil strictly
as a form of altruism at all, but rather as a distinct moral principle
involved in rescue activity. Saving a Jewish life was not just like
saving a victim of an accident or natural disaster (an act prompted
solely by altruism), but implicitly involved resistance to the evil
of Nazism. Thus, according to Blum rescue cannot serve as a par-
adigm for theories of altruistic personality per se, for rescue (of
the persecuted) requires an appreciation of other distinct values
as well.

Victor Seidler, an English philosopher and social theorist, offers
a wide-ranging discussion of the traditions of thought that he sees
as making it difficult to acknowledge the human possibilities
of altruism. Seidler especially criticizes Kantianism—as an ex-
pression of Enlightenment thought—for its overvaluing of reason
and duty and its neglect or denigration of emotion-based motiva-
tion like compassion, without which altruism is impossible (the
emotion-grounded nature of altruism is presupposed in Konar-
zewski’s notion of empathy and Blum'’s of altruism). Seidler sees
both reason and duty as having the potentiality for diverting the
individual from his/her deepest impulses—including impulses to
care for others—toward an abstract, rigid, and rule-bound
morality.

Seidler also questions the customary posing of the issue of al-
truism as a choice or opposition between altruism and egoism.
Seidler argues that the true altruist is not a self-sacrificer. While
Seidler is not denying that rescue activities involve risk, he follows
the Oliners’ findings that the source of specific acts of rescue lie in
a structure of personality; and Seidler wants to emphasize that in
choosing to engage in this, as in other, altruistic activities, ‘“al-
truistic personalities’ are acting from their own deepest sense of
value and identity.

Seidler’s rejection of the dichotomies of egoism/altruism and
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rescue himself if he were in a similar situation. The other becomes
the vicarious self. Rescuing of the other is rescuing the self-in-the-
other.

The hypothesis of protest says that the tendency to help another
person stems from disagreement with the existing state of affairs
or the social order. An individual may disagree either with the
world itself or his position in it. The world in which lawlessness
is rampant, brute force is the last resort, and innocent people are
condemned to torture and death—that world may elicit the protest
in various forms, among them, altruistic protest. An individual
may endeavor to sabotage the regime by means of helping people
whom the regime considers enemies and persecutes the most. The
protest may also stem from the recognition of one’s own position
as unjustly disadvantageous relative to others. By helping the op-
pressed an individual may try to undermine the social order that
put him on such unequal terms with them. Leo Montada (in this
volume) has aptly called these two forms of protest “moral out-
rage’”’ and “‘existential guilt.”

At the core of altruistic motivation, according to the first hy-
pothesis, lies the unfortunate other who may have to be physically
or symbolically present. According to the second, this position is
occupied by the world that has been pulled out of its proper form
by the hostile forces. Hence the altruistic acts may not be depen-
dent on the presence of the persecuted other. In fact, such persons
may be actively sought. There is another, equally obvious differ-
ence between the two hypotheses. While the first requires the vic-
tim to be personally attractive to the potential rescuer, and
considers love as the surest way to altruism, the second makes no
claim of that sort. One may come to the victim'’s aid even if he
personally dislikes him and would have quit the relationship had
the victim been in a more favorable situation.

PSYCHOLOGICAL PREREQUISITES: INCLUSIVENESS
OR INDEPENDENCE

The two hypotheses assume different psychological prerequisites
of altruistic behavior. According to the first, it is inclusiveness—
that is, perceiving of other people as essentially similar to the self,
regardless of the ways they are socially categorized. As the Oliners
(1988) put it, we would expect a person involved in the act of
altruism to be one whose “ego boundaries were sufficiently broad-
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ened so that other people were experienced as part of the self”
(183). The main obstacle to altruism is everything that splits people
into separate categories, makes them different from others—in
short, blocks the process of the “stimulus generalization.”

The second hypothesis assumes independence as the basic pre-
requisite of altruism. It is independence of a special kind, however:
independence from the “factual” on behalf of the “actual.” By the
latter I mean not the habitual forms of community life but rather
their axiological foundation. The opposition of the independence,
and hence the main enemy of altruism, is conformity to current
leaders and movements. Dependent people easily admit all ele-
ments forced out by the present to be relics of the past, and eagerly
accept the changes as historical necessity, an outcrop of collective
justice, and so on. Many mental adaptations of this kind have in
fact an opportunistic basis. That can be seen from the fact that
people are usually more ready to accept some new order if it is
introduced by the powerful, prestigious, or conquering agents that
could hardly be resisted.

Since the condition just described has two sides—independence
from the new changes and loyalty to the old foundation—it may
be called conservatism as well. But this is not ordinary, inert con-
servatism that pushes an individual aside from the social life. It
is rather an active rejection of the new order if it does not keep
within the bounds of decency.

EDUCATION FOR INCLUSIVENESS AND INDEPENDENCE

The two psychological prerequisites of altruism are acquired in
different educational settings. Inclusiveness requires an education
that creates the climate of universal solidarity of men on the, so
to speak, biological basis. It can be achieved by the rejection of all
social categories in introducing people to the child. Such an edu-
cation consists of making the child interact with others—regardless
of their gender, ethnicity, social class, religious affiliation, and the
like—by means of setting tasks, modeling, suasion, etc.

It is obvious that education of that kind is almost impossible.
Social differentiation of people reflects the social structure. To
introduce the child into that structure is an important task of any
socialization, which by definition aims at the reproduction of some
social order. An education aiming at the formless community of
the whole mankind would have to take place, as in the pedagogy
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of J. J. Rousseau, outside the society and against it. There is, how-
ever, some way to soften this limitation. I would say that what is
conducive to inclusiveness is to instruct a child about a social
category after, and not before his experience with concrete repre-
sentatives of the category. The information “This is a Jew” in re-
lation to somebody whom I know very well contributes little to
my representation of that person. If I, however, do not know any
Jews personally, this word labels all my uncertainty relating to
the whole group of people. “Jew” as an attribute of otherwise
known persons makes me intensify my interaction with them in
order to explore this new difference. “Jew’” as an attribute of
strangers prevents me from getting in touch with them while it
opens my ears to everything “people say about” them.

We could then set two educational strategies against each other.
In the first, differences between people are discovered, while in the
second they are assumed at the point of departure. From that point
of view it is very interesting that in the Oliners’ sample only 4
percent of rescuers, in contrast to 13 percent of nonrescuers, re-
ported that they hadn’t known if there were any Jews in their
vicinity before the war (114). I suspect that among that 13 percent
of the respondents’ confessions of the sort ““I hate the word Jew, it
sounds so rotten’’ could be easily found. As the assumed difference
seemingly fills informational gaps, it reduces the need for unbiased
inquiry, and strengthens the primitive impulse of in-group soli-
darity (Tajfel et al. 1971). The discovered difference, by contrast,
motivates the processes of both cognitive repeal of the strangeness
it implies, and preservation of its descriptive sense. That is my
interpretation of the slightly ambiguous passage from the Oliners’
book that says that rescuers ‘“‘feel more comfortable dealing with
people different from themselves and are readier to emphasize the
likeness that binds them to others than the distinctions that sep-
arate them” (250).

What can be said about independence? It grows, I believe, in
educational contexts that require the child to reflect on the validity
of various claims set up for him by other people, and teach him to
resist the claims regarded as unjustifiable. Basic means of such
education are examples of moral examination of the mutual claims
in the family and the practice of appropriate reasoning in the
course of everyday life. At the opposite pole is an education that
puts the main emphasis on obedience.

Two kinds of obedience may be distinguished: “positional’” and
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mercenary. The first implies uncritical acceptance of claims ad-
vanced by persons of higher social rank. In families that B. Bern-
stein (1971) has called positional, questioning of the validity of
claims is seen as unnecessary or is even prohibited. It is known in
advance that the father, as head of the family, is always right, that
the mother is right unless the father opposes her, and so on. The
world of the child splits into two circles: one contains all the per-
sons whom he has to obey, another those whom he does not. It has
been keenly observed the satisfaction with which the obedient child
ignores the claims of adults belonging to the latter group. Mer-
cenary obedience also makes the control of the validity of claims
unnecessary, since it is based on profit and loss accounting. Many
parents introduce their offspring into dull pragmatism by expli-
cating moral duties in terms of profitability, and by disdaining
reasons that may bring, if observed, unpleasant consequences.
Many a fact from the vast pool of facts collected by the Oliners
confirms this description. It should be noted that members of the
middle and upper-middle classes—where, according to Bernstein
(1971), positional families are rare—were clearly overrepresented
in the sample of rescuers. That can mean that many rescuers had
the opportunity in their childhood to learn to examine the validity
of claims or at least had avoided severe obedience training. Indeed,
the rescuers reported more often than nonrescuers that their par-
ents rejected both blind obedience and pragmatic attitudes toward
conflict situations. Even more interesting are the differences in
disciplinary measures used by the parents. Both rescuers and non-
rescuers reported that their parents used punishment of various
sorts, but the former more often mentioned that the parental dis-
approval was accompanied by the verbal explication of their rea-
sons. The authors interpret that effect in a rather complex way as
a modeling of the correct relation of the strong to the weak: when
parents—the stronger part in the interaction—explain why they
are dissatisfied with the child instead of just scolding or spanking
him, they demonstrate to him how to resign the domination over
the weaker part. I think it can be seen in a simpler way. Giving
the reasons for parental disapproval instructs the child to take a
reflective, critical attitude toward every claim before he accepts
it. Unwarranted disapproval, on the other hand, shifts his attention
from the claim itself to the position of its source. Little wonder
that many nonrescuers perceived punishments inflicted upon them
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as a mere unloading of parents’ emotions rather than a deliberate
response to the intrinsic evil of their deeds (183).

Special attention should be paid in this context to the role of
religion. Despite the saliency of religious motives of the rescuers
in the eyes of the Jews themselves, the rescuers did not differ from
the nonrescuers in religiousness just before the war. It appeared,
however, that the rescuers were significantly more religious in
childhood and had more religious fathers (156). A possible inter-
pretation of this result assumes that early religious experience
weakens in the child the feeling of dependence on others. I have
found some support for this in my research on the attributions of
school successes and failure made by adolescents. Boys and girls
who attributed their successes and failures to God clearly rejected
the idea that the help of their classmates and the moods of their
teachers may have been responsible for the respective outcomes.
It looks as if the feeling of dependence on the supernatural helps
the young person to deny his or her dependence on mundane
powers.

HEROIC ALTRUISM AS EMPATHY AND PROTEST

The Oliners insist that any single hypothesis fails to explain the
altruistic acts, and I shall agree with them. The hypothesis of pro-
test, if taken alone, seems to them particularly inadequate. Protest
is a response that is primarily destructive: it aims at eliminating
the malefactor, not saving his victims. Indeed, only 17 percent of
rescuers mentioned their hatred of the invaders as a motive for
their activity, in contrast to 37 percent of the members of the
underground. Patriotism and hatred facilitate armed resistance
rather than the acts of altruism, as table 6.2 from The Altruistic
Personality clearly shows. These facts stimulate the authors to ques-
tion the relationship between independence and moral courage.
They even suggest that great ideas or abstract principles may
harden people to the sufferings of real individuals.

That criticism should not, however, imply the acceptance of the
hypothesis of empathy. Compassion fails to explain those acts of
help that put the rescuer himself in the situation to be pitied.
Incorporation of the other into the self makes understandable that
the person, in order to ease the other’s distress, makes attempts
similar to those he would make, should he suffer himself. But there
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is a limit to those attempts: the sufferings he exposes himself to.
If someone denied it, he would have to admit that the cues of others’
distress could screen out the cues of one’s own distress. However,
it is inconceivable on the grounds that empathic altruism is in fact
rescuing oneself—in-the-other. Perhaps one should be reminded
here that when the Bible lays down the empathy-based law for
interpersonal relations, it commands the believer to love his neigh-
bor as he loves himself—but no more.

We should conclude that altruism studied by the Oliners must
be determined by both empathy and protest. Both roots of heroic
altruism are indispensable as they limit and complement each
other. The readiness to the empathic response focuses the protest
on the victims and prevents entering into the vicious circle of vi-
olence. The ability to protest gives the readiness to help a quality
of heroic self-sacrifice.

Without taking into account these two abilities, true altruism
is deeply mysterious. But with them it becomes by no means clear.
The point is that between the two abilities there is some incom-
patibility, both psychological and educational.

Psychologically, empathy implies some dependence on others.
In my research (Konarzewski and Zychlinska 1978) on prosocial
behavior I have found that female university students who worked
hard on behalf of an anonymous partner perceived the partner as
more similar to them, and—what is of prime interest here—were
more field dependent than students who worked poorly. According
to Witkin et al. (1962), who introduced the notion of field depend-
ency to personality theory, people high on that measure experience
themselves in a way influenced by others, while people low on that
measure (i.e., field independent) can better realize their needs, feel-
ings, and traits as well as perceive them as distinct from those of
other persons. Hence if a person is able to respond empathically
to another’s needs, he or she is likely also to be socially dependent,
which may prevent the acts of protest.

Educationally, the projects that promote interpersonal contacts
in the climate of universal tolerance seem to distract students’
attention from the axiological basis of the social order. The stu-
dents’ interpretations of social phenomena take on a psychological
color as they rely on the notion of social competencies of interacting
individuals. Hence, possible collective constraints of their behavior
may escape notice.

The combination of the training of empathy with the training
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altruistic is to say more than that it produces beneficial conse-
quences for someone; it is to confer praise on the agent of that
action. That is, altruism refers necessarily to an agent’s motivation.

Social scientists have understandably found this element of the
notion of altruism troublesome. For it is notoriously difficult to be
certain of people’s motivations—hence difficult to study it in the
way social scientists wish to do. For this reason social scientific
writers on altruism sometimes try to deny, or at least to mute, the
agent-centered nature of altruism by defining it without its full
motivational reality. Thus, in The Altruistic Personality Pearl and
Samuel Oliner say, “For the purpose of our study, we prefer a
definition [of ‘altruism’] which relies on objective measurable cri-
teria’”’ (6), and the Oliners take their definition to avoid reference
to “internal psychological states.”

However, the subsequent discussion in the Oliners’ book belies
this aspiration. In fact the rescuers cited in the book all appear to
(and are taken by the Oliners to) have acted from concern for the
rescuee or from moral principle. That is, a condition referring to
motivation is in fact adopted in the Oliners’ working definition of
“altruism,” and this is in accordance with their implicit recogni-
tion that altruism is necessarily an agent-centered concept.

In fact rescue presents a less problematic case of genuine moral
motivation than other beneficient acts. Rescuers who received
monetary reward were not counted (by the Oliners). Most rescuers
could not have acted for the egoistic goal of social approval, first
because it was too risky to let others know that one was engaged
in rescue, and second because in most cases the norms prevailing
in one’s society or community did not approve of such rescue any-
way. Furthermore, even if a rescuer were concerned about approval
(of the rescuees, or of a few confidants who knew of the rescue),
the personal gain in such approval was so obviously outweighed
by the risk to life and freedom in engaging in the rescue that a
desire for such approval could not intelligibly be regarded as the
motive for rescue.

ALTRUISM AND RISK

Some psychologists and philosophers oversimplify the nature of
altruism and its value by defining it as involving sacrifice, or at
least the risk of it. The element of risk is of course central to the
case of rescue and surely does constitute an important part of why
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rescue activities are admirable. Nevertheless, building self-
sacrifice into the very definition of altruism generally (heroic rescue
being only one type of altruism) is misleading. For it masks the
fact that it can be morally good or admirable to be genuinely
concerned about the welfare of others even when there is no risk
or loss to the self. The epithets “compassionate,” ““thoughtful,” and
“kind”’ all refer to admirable traits that involve altruism (in the
sense of genuine concern for others), yet none of them actually
requires loss or sacrifice to the agent.

What altruism does require for the specific value that it has is
an absence of concern for the self—a direct concern only for the
other. But absence of concern for the self is not the same thing as
sacrifice or risk to the self. In many ordinary circumstances it is
possible to be helpful to someone out of compassion or sympathy,
and yet to lose absolutely nothing (though gain nothing either).
Sacrifice and risk are indeed an important part of what gives rescue
its value. But the concern for others shown in that rescue is a
separately valuable element, which can exist without the risk.

ALTRUISTIC SPECIALIZATION

While concern for others may be ceteris paribus a good thing (in-
dependent of the sacrifice involved), we do not actually admire
persons or confer positive agent-centered worth on their concerned
actions in all contexts. For example, normally we do not admire
someone for her concern for family members or friends. Rather,
this is simply expected.

Yet if an average degree of concern or altruism does not con-
stitute something positively valuable, how wide in scope does al-
truism have to be before we count it praiseworthy?

Let us take an example here, which will help to illustrate both
the value of altruism and the value of rescue: Jacek is deeply de-
voted to the welfare of his community. He lives in a relatively poor
neighborhood and is always helping his neighbors individually,
attempting to secure better services for them, organizing them to
articulate their own needs politically, and the like. Jacek is gen-
uinely compassionate and caring toward his neighbors. He is tire-
less and selfless, energetic and imaginative in his efforts to help.

Let us note, however, that Jacek’s altruism involves a degree of
what we might call “moral specialization” (or “altruistic special-
ization”). His altruism is targeted to a specific group of persons—
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defined residentially or by a shared condition. To explore the sig-
nificance of this fact, let us imagine that a political refugee who is
of a different race or ethnic group moves into Jacek’s community
and either by herself or through an intermediary asks Jacek—as a
knowledgeable and helpful person in the community—for help and
refuge. Let us further imagine the refugee as a Salvadoran, who is
in danger of being killed if she returns to El Salvador. The U.S.
government will not grant her political refugee status and she is
thus threatened with deportation.

Suppose that Jacek refuses to be concerned about the Salva-
doran refugee. He feels he has enough to do taking care of the
people already in his community; they have urgent needs too, and
he spends all his time helping them.

What do we think of Jacek in light of his response to the refugee?
Do we reconsider or withdraw our previous judgment that he is
an altruistic person deserving of admiration? Let us be clear that
his unwillingness to help the refugee does not call into question
the authenticity and sincerity of his altruistic efforts on behalf of
his community. It is not like discovering that all along Jacek has
been secretly employed by a wealthy benefactor who is paying him
to help the community.

It is true that Jacek has all along been altruistically specialized.
But we knew this about him from the beginning and it did not
affect our initial judgment of his worthiness. In any case most
people are in some ways morally specialized. Their moral efforts
are targeted primarily to members of specific groups, whether de-
fined in terms of proximity to the agent or as sharing some char-
acteristic. Are we entirely to reevaluate our moral judgments about
the admirability of morally specialized altruism?

At the same time, Jacek’s response to the Salvadoran refugee
does reflect on Jacek’s moral character, and casts a new light on
his previous altruism on behalf of his community. The moral spe-
cialization becomes a kind of moral parochialism, for the appear-
ance of the refugee creates a new situation. While in usual
circumstances Jacek’s moral specialization is not inappropriate
and does not render his altruism less than admirable, in this new
situation his failure to go beyond that specialization does mark a
deficiency in his altruism. This is partly because the refugee’s life
is in danger; she is in a situation of greater and more urgent need
than the members of Jacek’s neighborhood. But this is not the only
reason. Even if her need were at the same level as his neighbors,
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it would still be a deficiency were he to fail to have some concern
for her and willingness to help.

It would, I think, be too harsh to say that Jacek’s altruism to-
wards his community is entirely deprived of moral worth in light
of his failure to help the refugee. Yet it seems importantly dimin-
ished in moral worth.

It seems, then, that in some situations mere altruism—under-
stood as concern for others besides oneself (and, let us stipulate,
beyond the bounds of family and friends)—is not enough. The al-
truism has to have a particular degree of scope or inclusiveness to
warrant full worth and admiration. It must at least go beyond a
narrower or customary ethnocentrism or other group centeredness
to include groups “different” from oneself.

This analysis is implicit in judgments many of us make about
rescue and other altruistic efforts in the context of Nazi occupation.
We regard it as a failure of some kind if a Christian was not able
to extend her willingness to help, or at least her concern, to Jews,
refugees from other countries, and other groups perceived as dif-
ferent from herself. For example, no matter how heroic a Polish
Christian was in sheltering members of the Polish underground
from the Nazis, if such an individual refused to be concerned about
the plight of Jews as well, then something was lacking.

This is not to make a blanket judgment of condemnation of, say,
Polish Christians who did not help Jews. The penalty for helping
was death to the helpers (visited upon at least two thousand Polish
rescuers), and no one is in a position to condenm those who failed
to take such risk—especially not those who have never faced any-
thing like such risks themselves. What can be said with more jus-
tification, however, is that a person whose refusal to help a Jew
stemmed not from fear of the consequences but rather from an
inability to extend her altruistic concern beyond national and re-
ligious boundaries evidenced a less-than-admirable trait of char-
acter. Professor Maria Einhorn-Susulowska (in discussion at the
altruism conference) put this point by saying that no one can con-
demn a Polish non-Jew for failing to help Jews; but one can con-
demn the many for their indifference to the Jews’ plight.

UNIVERSALISTIC ALTRUISM AS AN IDEAL

In light of reflection on the Nazi context, and on other situations
in which the normal moral specializations prove insufficient or
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inadequate, it might be tempting to define altruism not as concern
for others but as concern for others simply as human beings—thus
building inclusiveness or universality into the concept of altruism
itself. For if one is concerned about someone simply as a human
being, then one does not exclude from one’s concern any human
being, no matter what her relation to oneself. If it were true of
Jacek that he is concerned about members of his community simply
as human beings, then he could not fail to be concerned about the
Salvadoran refugee. Such a definition of altruism requires that
differences of race, religion, ethnicity, national origin, class, and
the like not affect one’s caring for others—or else this caring is not
to count as “altruism.” Jacek’s failure to care for the Salvadoran
refugee shows that he cares for his neighbors not simply as human
beings but rather as persons standing in a certain relation to
himself.

The temptation to so define altruism should be resisted. My
suggestion would be to retain this universalistic or fully inclusive
concept of altruism as an ideal, but to reject it as a definition.
Otherwise one has deprived all altruistic specializations of any
of the moral value attaching to “altruism,” and I have argued
that this goes too far and is untrue to our reflective moral
understanding.

My proposal acknowledges the value perspective informing the
Oliners’ book—that universalistic altruism is a “higher” form of
altruism than specialized altruism. (To put it another way: The
more inclusive the altruism, the more worth it has.) Beyond this,
I have argued also that in some circumstances universalistic al-
truism is not only an ideal, but constitutes a standard against
which specialized altruism becomes parochial and loses much
(though not all) of its worth.

ALTRUISM AND RESISTANCE TO EVIL

While universality or inclusiveness must supplement and qualify
altruism in order for it to provide an adequate conceptual frame-
work to express the moral accomplishment of rescuers of Jews
under Nazi occupation, I want to argue that a full understanding
of this accomplishment and its distinct worth requires an appre-
ciation of several other values distinct from—and not merely qual-
ifying—altruism itself. The first of these is the extraordinary
riskiness and danger of rescue activities.
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I will discuss two further dimensions of rescue of Jews in Nazi
Europe—resistance to evil, and preservation of the Jewish people.
It is a morally significant feature of rescue in the Nazi context that
to save a Jew was to resist evil—the evil of Nazism. This evil in
turn has at least two distinguishable aspects—persecution and rac-
ism. The Jews were a persecuted group, and were persecuted be-
cause of their ethnicity or religion (their [alleged] “race”).

Resistance to evil is a morally distinct feature from altruism
itself. The perspective of altruism sees the persecuted Jew as a
person in need, whose life is under threat of death. The motive of
altruism is activated in the altruist insofar as she sees the other
as a person in need (or, more generally, as a person whom she can
benefit).

But to help, or to save the life of, someone who is persecuted is
to do more than just to save life, as in a flood or accident. It is to
recognize a further evil—the evil of persecution (by which I refer
here to state-sponsored persecution)—and to resist that evil by
saying that one will not let persecution be successful in the case
of this particular individual. This is why the Salvadoran political
refugee implicitly presents to Jacek a moral issue over and above
the urgency of her individual need. She presents an issue (perse-
cution) that is not present in the neighbors who are the usual
subjects of Jacek’s helping activities.

If a rescuer who acts with the recognition that in helping the
persecuted person one does more than save a life but also resists
persecution, the notion of altruism alone is insufficient to express
her moral accomplishment. Many of the rescuers in The Altruistic
Personality articulated this dimension of rescue in the Nazi context,
by speaking for example of the wrongness of punishing the innocent
(see Oliner and Oliner 1988, 166—67). Beyond those who explicitly
voice this dimension, many others can be presumed to have seen
their rescue activities at least partly in this light. For the fact that
Jews were being persecuted was known to virtually everyone in
the Nazi-occupied countries, and certainly to all rescuers. Thus
rescuers were aware that in saving a Jewish life they were also
saving the life of a persecuted person, and so were resisting or in
a sense protesting against persecution. They can be presumed to
have understood that saving a Jew from the Nazis was in this
regard not simply like helping the victims of natural or techno-
logical disasters.

The failure to mention the aspect of persecution could stem
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partly from the fact that the rescuers took its significance for
granted. But there may be another reason as well. While the ex-
istence of persecution was evident, it is also a more abstract con-
sideration than the more immediate one of the danger to the
particular, individual Jew or Jews who are potential rescuees. It
is not surprising that 76 percent of the rescuers focus on the needy
condition of the potential rescuee (Oliner and Oliner 1988, 168);
this is the most immediate consideration. Yet it is not the only
one, and no doubt a smaller number of persons would, upon re-
flection on their experience, regard assertion of various moral prin-
ciples that express the wrongness of persecution as a salient
consideration in their motivation, or in their understanding of their
actions.

In fact the language of “motivation to engage in rescue’’ may
serve us ill in trying to comprehend the full meaning and moral
significance of acts of rescue in the Nazi context. For what directly
“moves’’ a person to act does not exhaust the meaning that the
action has for the person. It does not exhaust the agent’s self-
understanding of her action. This point is illustrated in the film
Angry Harvest (German: Bittere Ernte, directed by Agnieszka Hol-
land, 1986), which deals with the rescue phenomenon in its Polish
setting. A well-to-do but lonely and sexually frustrated Polish
farmer comes upon a hungry and terrified Jewish woman in his
woods; he takes her to his home and shelters her. His “motive” in
initially helping her would naturally be described as compassion.
At the same time the farmer might well not have had such a com-
passionate reaction to a Jewish male. What young females repre-
sent (e.g., wife, helpless dependent, sexual partner) to this farmer’s
complex and unhealthy consciousness may have been not a direct
motive itself but nevertheless a condition of the actual motive of
compassion operating.

To say that rescue of the persecuted involves a further moral
dimension beyond that of altruism alone is not to say that a per-
secuted individual’s life is worth more than the life of a nonper-
secuted person (e.g., of a drowning person, or a victim of natural
disaster). It is not to say that the refugee’s life has greater worth
than the community residents’ life (in the example of Jacek), nor
that a Jew'’s life was more valuable than a German soldier’s. The
point has nothing to do with the worth of persons, but with the
moral character of rescue activities.

I say that resistance to the evil of persecution is an element over
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heritage, and the like.) Racism is a particularly virulent scourge,
beyond that of persecution itself, which can be visited upon some-
one for nonracist reasons. One can see this in the case of Jacek and
the refugee. If Jacek’s refusal to help the refugee stems (in part)
from racist sentiments, his inaction is more blameworthy than if
he fails to help because his moral energies and imagination are
too limited in being bounded by his neighborhood community.
(One can envision the latter situation if one imagines the refugee
to be of the same race as Jacek himself.)

That racism adds a dimension of moral turpitude to an action
that is also wrong on other grounds is sometimes recognized in
the law as well. A racial attack on an individual is treated more
harshly than an attack grounded in jealousy or economic gain,
even if the harmed individuals are harmed equally in both situa-
tions. In the former case the attack can be a civil rights violation
in addition to being an assault.

Thus resistance to racism constitutes a further good element of
an action that is morally good on other grounds as well, for ex-
ample, as an act of rescue. A white sheltering a black on the Un-
derground Railroad during slavery (in the U.S.), a Turk saving an
Armenian driven from his home at the time of the Armenian Holo-
caust (as discussed by Richard Hovannisian in his paper in this
volume), and a Christian sheltering a Jew—all these actions by
their very nature resist the evil of racism being perpetrated against
the groups in question. They all do more than save an individual,
or even a persecuted individual; they assert the fundamental prin-
ciple of human equality across racial, religious, and national dif-
ferences. They help to keep the evil of racism from being tri-
umphant.

Again, many of the rescuers interviewed in The Altruistic Per-
sonality recognized this antiracist dimension of their actions. Yet,
as in the case of persecution more generally, the fact that some
rescuers did not articulate this dimension of their actions does not
mean that they were unaware of it, or that it failed to play a role
in their action. In fact all rescuers were certainly aware that the
Jews were being persecuted for their religion/ethnicity (and alleged
race), and most (though not necessarily all) of those engaged in
rescue can be presumed to have thought such racial persecution
wrong.

In looking back at the activities of these rescuers, and in hon-
oring them for their moral accomplishment, I think we implicitly



a0 Lawrence A. Blum

place these acts in a wider framework than that of altruism alone.
We see the actions as resisting the evil of Nazism—as asserting the
wrongness of persecution and of racism. This is part, I think, of
what accounts for our generally unqualified admiration for these
actions. If the actions were solely ones in which one person risked
her life and often those of her loved ones and other members of
her household to save the life of another endangered person, it is
not clear that many such acts—for example, ones in which several
lives were risked to save one Jew—would not be regarded as fool-
hardy rather than courageous and morally honorable. If I am in a
burning building with two of my children and I endanger their
lives and mine to attempt to rescue another person in the building,
there would at least be disagreement as to how morally admirable
such an action is.

And yet we do admire rescuers who endangered their own and
their loved ones’ lives to rescue Jews. I have often been troubled
by the easy and seemingly unambivalent admiration that those
involved in the study of rescuers (including myself) feel for these
rescuers, and assume that others will feel as well. I think the reason
that such an attitude is ultimately justified is that the situation of
non-Jewish rescuers of Jews (and Turkish and Arab rescuers of
Armenians) is only partly analogous to the burning house situation.
The analogy is in the motivation to preserve life and in the risk to
one’s own life and (sometimes) those of loved ones and other mem-
bers of one’s household. (The Oliners report that 84 percent of
rescuers lived with other persons, 27 percent with children ten
years or younger, all of whom were endangered by rescue activi-
ties.) But the disanalogy is that in the rescue context something
larger than saving lives per se is at stake—namely resistance to a
great evil. This is why it is not merely a matter of one life against
another, but rather of fundamental human principles and values
at stake on top of (though not apart from) the saving of life. The
actions of rescue have an historical importance in their role as
countering the hegemony of Nazi power and Nazi values.

Perhaps this point deserves some qualification. I think some
moral perspectives would admire actions of rescue involving noth-
ing more than the risking of one’s own life to save that of another.
In this volume, Ewa Kurek-Lesik cites a moving example of a nun
from the Order of the Immaculate Conception describing a meeting
called by one of the sisters, Wanda Garczynska, to decide whether
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to continue sheltering several (possibly many) children and adult
Jews. The nun remembers,

She explained that she did not wish to jeopardize the house, the sisters,
the community. She knew what could be awaiting us. There was no
thought of self. She knew: you should love one another as I have loved
you. How? So that He gave His life.

The example suggests a Christian, Christlike moral outlook in
which risking one’s own life to save another—independent of
whether the threat to that life arises through persecution and/
or racism—is itself a high, or even the highest, form of moral
endeavor.

In any case, I suspect that most admirers of rescuers do not
share the moral standard involved in the literal interpretation of
sister Wanda Garczynska's remarks. If this is so, I suggest that
their reaction of unqualified admiration of most instances of rescue
depends partly on taking account of the context of resistance to
racial persecution as an important element of the action.

Our moral reaction to rescuers is one necessarily made from the
historical vantage point of hindsight. We see, in retrospect, that
acts of rescue were part of a resistance to Nazism. We see their
significance as the historical one of asserting a different way of
living and different values than those of the Nazis—an assertion
not made by bystanders (those who did nothing to help), whatever
their actual disagreements with the Nazi regime and philosophy.
We see individual acts of rescue, whatever their detailed self-
understanding, as imbued with this historical significance—a sig-
nificance that not everyone needed to have been explicitly aware
of at the time (though some certainly were).

To summarize, then: Rescuers are altruistic, and this is certainly
part of what we admire in their actions. But it is not only altruism—
understood as a concern for the need of the other—that confers on
rescuers their exceptional place in our moral evaluation. Aside
from the obvious point of risk and sacrifice is the dimension of
resistance to evil that their actions involve. In this way the title of
the Oliners’ book—The Altruistic Personality—is in some ways mis-
leading in implying that the notion of altruism itself is sufficient
to conceptualize the moral significance of rescue. Rescuers were
also resisters of persecution and racism, and these are distinct
elements in our understanding of their moral accomplishment.
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ALTRUISM AND AFFIRMING CULTURES

Finally, there is one further element of moral significance, beyond
altruism pure and simple, involved (at least potentially) in the
rescue situation—and that is preservation of the Jewish people as
a people. In contrast to resistance to evil, this aspect was (or could
be inferred to be) seldom present in the self-understanding (explicit
or implicit) of rescuers.

“Preservation of the Jewish people as a people” is one example
of a general value, which I will refer to as “affirming cultures.”
That value is embodied in valuing the existence of any distinct
people (though the boundaries of a “people” may be hard to define),
with their distinctive culture, values, traditions, and ways of life
(such as the Iroquois, Poles, Afro-Americans, Gypsies, Lithuanians,
Armenians, Turks, Germans). Octavio Paz states this value well,
in the context of an attack on a certain notion of “progress’”:

By suppressing differences and peculiarities, by eliminating different civ-
ilizations and cultures, progress weakens life and favors death....Every
view of the world that becomes extinct, every culture that disappears,
diminishes a possibility of life.

Thus for a Turk to help an Armenian, with an understanding that
in doing so he was helping to preserve the Armenians as a people,
would be to instantiate the same value I am referring to in the case
of the Jews.

The Jewish form of this value as applicable in the Nazi context
is this: Under the Nazis the Jews as a distinct cultural, ethnic,
religious group were threatened with extermination; this was the
goal of Nazi policy. In rescuing an individual Jew or Jews, a rescuer
did more than save an individual life; she contributed to preserving
the Jews as a people. By helping to keep alive a bearer of the Jewish
tradition, she helped to preserve that culture and tradition, with
its particular values and ways of life.

In asserting the distinct value of this preservation of a people,
I am not asserting that the Jews have a special worth that other
peoples do not have. Because of the Jewish notion of the “chosen
people,” and the way that this has been used against Jews even in
the present day (for example by Cardinal Glemp, Poland’s Catholic
primate, in 1989), it is particularly important to distinguish distinct
worth from special worth. ‘‘Special worth” implies a greater wor-
thiness than other groups. But “distinct worth” simply implies a
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kind of worth that is different from but neither more nor less than
that of other peoples. The value of preserving Jews is thus one
example of a general value. The salience of this general value in
the case of Jews stems, of course, from the fact that the Nazis were
declaring Jews as a people unworthy of existence, and were at-
tempting to realize their view in genocidal action.

The value of affirming cultures or peoples is recognized in the
category of “genocide” as a particularly heinous crime, expressed
for example in the 1946 United Nations Convention on the Pre-
vention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. The implication
is that in wiping out a people one does something more evil, in a
sense, than killing the same number of individuals. A people is
more than a collection of individual or human beings, and there
is value in preserving a people that is over and above the value of
saving individual lives. (Genocide can also be practiced without
directly taking lives, for example by preventing a people from re-
producing, such as by sterilization or forcible conversion.)

Preservation of the Jewish people as a people is of course related
to the value and goal discussed earlier of resisting racism against
the Jews. But it is by no means the same thing. The resister of
racism declares a human equality and human kinship in the face
of its denial. Thus the resister of racism rescues the Jew as a fellow
human being (and some rescuers explicitly articulate this dimen-
sion: ‘“Jewish people are the same; all people are the same’” [Oliner
and Oliner 1988, 166].) But she does not necessarily rescue him as
a Jew—that is, as the bearer of the specific cultural and religious
traditions of Jews. It is those traditions that are affirmed by the
rescuer who sees the Jew as a Jew. The antiracist rescuer, by con-
trast, does not necessarily assert the worth of Judaism or Jewish-
ness as a specific culture or religion. What she does is to resist its
denial as that denial is used to denigrate the Jew. What she does
positively assert is simply the worth of the Jew as a human being.

The difference between the antiracist perspective and the per-
spective of asserting the specific value of Jewishness or of the Jew-
ish people is evident in the fact that very few rescuers seemed to
embody the latter value but many (at least implicitly) adhered to
the former and saw their rescue activities in light of it. Rescuers
interviewed for The Altruistic Personality who mentioned the Jew-
ishness of Jews generally did so only to assert the wrongness of
victimizing Jews, and to say that they, in contrast to the Germans,
saw the Jew as a human being. Several expressed this by saying,
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cuers: The National Dimension of Altruism.” It was part of the
theological outlook of these Calvinists to take seriously the sa-
credness of the Old Testament, the Jewish origins of Christianity,
and the fact that Jews were regarded as God’s chosen people. In
saving an individual Jew, a member of this faith saw herself as
doing more than saving life—she was also helping to preserve a
religious group that she saw as valuable.

Yet these Dutch Calvinists embody only one form of the rec-
ognition of the value of preserving the Jews as a people—and in a
way it is a less-than-ideal one. For it depends on the idea that Jews
possess a special value—as the ‘“chosen people”’—the form of which
value, therefore, could not be applicable to other peoples. Hence
the way the Dutch Calvinists value Jews would not be transferable
to other peoples, and would give no grounds for their valuing, for
example, a Muslim or Buddhist people. It is thus not an example
of the general value of affirming cultures or peoples.

ALTRUISM AND EXTENSIVITY

The value of affirming particular cultures and peoples does not
involve a retreat from the universalism involved in the notion of
“extensivity.” The Oliners articulate two paths to universal exten-
sivity, which I will call “care” and “principle.” (This usage departs
somewhat from the Oliners’ own use of these terms.) I will show
that affirming culture is actually a path to, or an expression of,
extensivity itself, distinct from but complementary to these two
other paths.

A (universal) extensivity based on “principle” involves possess-
ing explicitly universalistic principles affirming the worth of all
persons, the obligation to help persons in need, the principle of
benevolence or love toward all human beings, and the like. By
contrast, (universal) extensivity based on ‘“care’ involves caring
about each individual who presents herself to one—responding
directly (without appeal to principle) to each individual’s need—
just because that individual is a human being and independent of
her racial, ethnic, religious (and the like) differences from oneself.
This distinction between a caring and a principled universalist is
well-illustrated by Magda and André Trocmé, two now well-known
rescuers of Jews, described in Philip Hallie's Lest Innocent Blood
Be Shed.

Affirming the value of distinct peoples is, or anyway can be, a
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third extensive value as well, embracing almost all persons. For
almost every person has some cultural identity and is part of some
cultural, ethnic, religious, national, etc., group. Theoretically at
least, affirming the plethora of distinct cultures can encompass all
the cultures giving identity to specific individuals.

Yet this value should not be seen as an alternative to care and
principle. That is, affirming the value of peoples—and of an indi-
vidual’s cultural identity—is not a different way of reaching the
exact same place (helping someone because she is a human being);
it is not analogous to the way that care and principle are different
ways of reaching that place. Rather, affirming cultures is a com-
plement to both care and principle. Recognizing a person’s distinct
cultural identity does not detract from caring for her as a human
being; but it is not simply a way of caring for her as a human being
either. One might say that it is a way of caring for her as a specific
individual (with her specific cultural identity); this is a kind of
enriching of a care for her as a human being. One takes her specific
individual identity into account in a way that the notion of ““caring
for someone as a human being” does not quite express.

Thus, while affirming the value of Jews as Jews (Armenians
as Armenians, etc.) is in one way more particularistic—in en-
compassing and valuing a particular cultural/religious/ethnic
identity—than a principled obligation to all humankind, it is never-
theless barely less extensive or universalist.

CONCLUSION

I have argued in this paper that attention to the moral significance
of non-Jewish rescuers of Jews can help to place the concept of
“altruism’’ in its proper value perspective. Altruism is of value in
its own right. But in addition several other dimensions—some of
which are present in all cases of this rescue, and all of which can
be present—are distinct sources of value. These other sources are
sacrifice or risk; extensivity or universality (extending one’s con-
cern to all human beings); resistance to evil in the form of perse-
cution; resistance to evil in the form of racism; and valuing and
preserving a people (specifically the Jewish people) as a people.
The moral accomplishment—and historical moral significance—
of these rescuers can only be understood if these factors are taken
into account. “Altruism”’ alone cannot express that accomplish-
ment and that significance.
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the dream of science and progress begins to fade and as we become
more aware of the injuries that we have done to the planet in their
name, there is more talk about the “crisis of modernity.” There is
even a lot of vague talk about “postmodernity”’ and a radical shift
in cultural and intellectual sensibility. But it is the holocaust that
provides the crisis for a modernity that has been organized ac-
cording to the principles of Enlightenment rationalism. It is a crisis
in our prevailing moral and political traditions that we face when
we meditate upon those who rescued Jews during the painful days
of the holocaust.

In large part our moral theory remains tied to assumptions that
were set by the Enlightenment. We tend to accept in the moral
theory of Kant and in the social theory of Durkheim a “dualistic”
vision of human nature. We inherit Protestant assumptions that
are presented to us in secular and universal terms. The funda-
mental notion is that “human nature” is radically evil and that
left to ourselves individuals would be selfish and egoistic. This
Hobbesian vision is at the source of our Enlightenment rational-
ism. It means that individuals have to be saved from themselves,
for we cannot find redemption from within our “natures.” For Kant
it is crucial to separate our “reason” from our ‘‘natures,” for it is
only as rational beings that we can rely upon an independent and
autonomous faculty of reason to discern the duties and principles
that are available to us within an “intelligible realm.” This is the
source of both our freedom and morality. It is only if we act against
our “‘inclinations”’—our emotions and desires that would seek to
determine our behavior from the outside, externally—that we can
find freedom through following the inner voice of reason. Kant’s
vision has been crucial in defining an inherited sense of morality
and freedom.

Put crudely, this means that we cannot find freedom and mo-
rality by listening to our “natures.” We have to deny these parts
of ourselves that would interfere with our capacity to follow the
path of reason and morality. What is crucial is the way that “rea-
son’’ is set against “nature” in such a complete and radical manner.
This helps form a particular sense of rationality and a notion of
the self as a “rational agent” that has become central to liberal
moral and political theory. It tends to identify the moment of free-
dom with the moment of choice. It tends to see emotions and
feelings as essentially “‘selfish” and “irrational” and so tends to
present moral education as a denial of our emotional lives. Our
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inner lives can only be occupied by reason alone, for our emotions
and feelings are presented as essentially external—as determining
our behavior from the outside and so being forms of unfreedom.
It is crucial to recognize that Kant identifies the inner life with the
realm of reason so that freedom, as an inner quality, can be guar-
anteed by reason alone. So it is that our relationship to our emo-
tional lives is essentially an externalized relationship that plays
no part in our dignity or transcendence as individuals. It is only
as “rational selves” that we can know ourselves as individuals. So
it is that the realm of emotional life is separated from the sphere
of morality. It is only as rational/moral beings that our lives have
dignity. It is only by separating ourselves from our ‘“animal na-
tures” that we can find dignity and self-respect as moral beings.
These assumptions have set the terms for the pervasive framework
that sets “egoism” in opposition to “altruism’ and that takes the
central task of moral theory to provide “‘reasons’ for why people
should act altruistically towards others. It is assumed that left to
our natures we will act selfishly and egoistically.

2. RESCUE AND SILENCE

We have come to know those people who helped to save Jews from
the Nazi plans for extermination as “‘righteous gentiles.” These
were people who helped to save Jews at considerable risk to them-
selves, often of torture and death. They took these grave risks at
no benefit to themselves. It is important that their actions be hon-
ored by the Jewish community at large, as at Yad Vashem. At the
conference “Remembering for the Future” at Oxford in 1988, Dr.
Mordecai Paldiel spoke in a moving way about his work at Yad
Vashem. In meeting many of the rescuers he was struck by just
how “ordinary” they often were and how far removed from our
image of “‘righteousness.” They did not want to be thought of as
anything special and often felt that they simply did what “had to
be done” in the situation.

This connects to the fact that it was not education that char-
acterized those who took the risks of rescue. This is supported
by the work the Oliners did on ‘“the altruistic personality.” It
was often the professionals who turned a blind eye to what was
going on and who sometimes colluded in Nazi rule, especially in
Germany. How many doctors and lawyers protested loudly at the
treatment of their fellow Jews? This question touches on the ef-
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fectiveness of a Kantian morality of duty and principle for which
such a morality could sustain individual voices of conscience, and
we have to be struck by how few they were. If this was not part of
Kant’s intention, it has to be recognized as a consequence within
the broader moral culture. In Germany this had to do with the
notion of “citizenship” and the ways that it connected to the au-
thority of the state. As reason was to be the faculty with authority
over our “natures,” so the state as the impartial voice of reason
could be seen as having authority in relation to citizens. In both
cases it legislates principles and laws that we supposedly give to
ourselves. Crucial questions about the relationship of “citizenship”
to “morality”’ emerge when people learn to be “good citizens” by
learning to “obey the law” and often to do this without questions.

Within the liberal-democratic state citizenship can serve as a
guarantee of morality. People learn that they “can do no wrong”
as long as they do not break the law or as long as they do not
infringe upon the rights of others. So it is that law is identified
with justice. People do not have to feel care and concern for the
sufferings of others, for they can feel free to pursue their own in-
terests, knowing that the welfare state will look after the well-
being of those less fortunate than themselves. With Hitler’s rule in
Germany, the suffering of the Jews was thought by many to be a
small price to pay for returning Germany to its former glory among
the nations. It was assumed that Hitler knew what he was doing.
The Jews were dispensable. It was crucial that when the Jews were
deprived of their rights as citizens they were deprived of their
humanity within a moral culture that identified respect for the
person with respecting the rights of others. It is only our rights
that stand as a guarantee of our dignity as human beings. Our
natures are bereft of any dignity within a Kantian tradition.

It could be argued that the Jews in Germany had disempowered
themselves by learning to separate themselves from any specific
Jewish history and culture. This is the sacrifice they had made for
emancipation, unclear that it might mean presenting themselves
as “other” than they are. It is as if they could only be accepted as
equal citizens to the extent that they learned to minimize and
marginalize anything that would draw attention to their specificity
as Jews. But this was part of an Enlightenment trap, for it made
Jews susceptible as a community to the charge of “hiding” who
they were. It was as if the liberal notion of citizenship was flawed
within European cultures that insisted upon assimilation into the
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respect others by leaving them alone. We learn not to infringe on
their legal and political rights. In some way we learn to leave others
to their fate unless they call for our help. We become wary of
showing care and concern for others lest this be misinterpreted as
interference. It is significant that it has been feminist writers who
have talked of an ethic of relationships that has to do with care
and concern. Within an Enlightenment tradition that has identified
masculinity with reason it was easy to silence the different voice
of women, as Carol Gilligan (1982) has called it. This care and
concern for others grows out of the involvement and relationships
of women. It is a sensitivity to hurt and injury in relationships that
men are often less sensitive to (see Seidler 1989). Traditionally, we
show our care and concern for others within a liberal moral culture
by respecting their rights. So when Jews are denied legal and po-
litical rights, this removes them beyond the pale of care and con-
cern. We have lost any other sense of their dignity as human beings.
We need a different basis for an ethic of care and concern.

Why did so few stand up against the persecution of the Jews in
Nazi Germany? This question still haunts our moral and political
theory. It brings into question the Christian rhetoric of “love thy
neighbor,” which has been rationalized within a Kantian tradition
that wanted love to be a rational and universal feeling separated
from our relationships and feelings for concrete others. It is difficult
to develop a more embodied notion of love within a philosophical
tradition that had insisted, as did that of Descartes, on separating
mind from body. It is only as rational beings that we have iden-
tities. Our emotions and feelings locked into our bodies can be no
part of our identities. As Kierkegaard recognizes, unless we can
love another person in the right way our love for others is empty.
He was suspicious of an empty universalism that was an integral
part of an Enlightenment tradition that would teach us to love
humanity in the abstract, without helping us with the difficulties
of loving those we know (see my Moral Limits of Modernity: Love,
Inequality, and Oppression). He is critical of an abstract altruism
that talks about others as “rational selves’ because it is unable to
illuminate the hurt that people do to each other. It is a great
strength of Freud to bring into focus the hurt and pain that indi-
viduals can do to each other in their personal relationships. He
helps us to question the pervasive notion, as does feminism, that
because it is “personal” it does not matter. It is an insight our
moral theory has yet to learn, trapped as it is within a moral
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psychology, as Iris Murdoch indicates in The Sovereignty of Good,
that is yet to come to terms with Freud and Marx.

3. ALTRUISM AND MORALITY

How should we account for the behavior of those ‘‘righteous gen-
tiles” who saved Jews at considerable risk to themselves? Seeing
it in terms of an altruism as selfless behavior encourages us to
envision moral behavior as a matter of fulfilling our duties re-
gardless of the emotional costs to ourselves, for to act against our
“inclinations’ is somehow to prove the moral worth of our actions.
It fails to illuminate the difficulties that the rational self has in
understanding the importance of individuality and integrity. It is
difficult to reinstate the importance of individuals being true to
themselves, which involves trusting their deeper feelings. To put
our feelings aside to pursue goals that have been set by reason
alone can involve a form of betrayal of the self. But this involves
breaking with the Kantian vision of the self as the rational self and
allowing a space for our emotions as well as our thoughts, our
feelings as well as our beliefs. Sometimes it has been religion that
has been able to sustain a connection between truth and politics,
as we can learn from Simone Weil or from Josef Tischner’s The
Spirit of Solidarity. But this has to leave us wondering about the
place of a language of altruism within a renewed moral theory.

Mordecai Paldiel’s article “The Altruism of Righteous Gentiles”
(1988) argues that ““altruism in its variant forms is an innate human
predisposition.” He thinks that the situation of the righteous gen-
tiles shows that altruism ““can be aroused to dominance over our
behavior for short spells of time.” It is as if this “altruistic dis-
position”’ takes over in quite ‘‘normal people” to allow them to act
courageously in relation to others for “‘short periods.” This helps
Paldiel explain why these people can seem so “normal” when you
meet them years later. Yet for Kant it is difficult to make sense of
altruism as “‘an innate human predisposition” since he sees our
natural dispositions as essentially selfish and egoistic. It is only
through the external intervention of reason that we can develop a
moral sense at all. Deprived of a rational faculty, we are deprived
of our capacity for morality.

The Oliners’ study The Altruistic Personality (1988) senses the
weakness of a moral tradition that would educate us into morality
in terms of impartial and universal principles. They look towards
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an ethic of care and concern, recognizing that some of the rescuers
who were interviewed had friends drawn from groups other than
their own. It could be that their experience of relationships with
others from different backgrounds gave their caring a more sub-
stantial reality. It was not simply an abstract caring for others in
conformity with universal principles. Tied to this is a recognition
that rescuers were less susceptible to stereotypical forms of be-
havior, and tended to have worked out for themselves an individual
ethic. Crucially, this has to do with individuality and the tension
with a Kantian notion of a rational self. If people are keen to be
accepted by others to assuage feelings of inadequacy that are
deeply structured into a Protestant ethic that regards our natural
feelings as selfish, they are often keen to conform to prevailing
social obligations. It is a structured anxiety to prove ourselves
adequate or worthy in the eyes of others that is continually sub-
verting a language of individuality. It is difficult to define our
individuality if we are brought up feeling that some of our emotions
are unacceptable so that they have to be hidden from others, even
ourselves, if we are to sustain the ideal of self that we have set for
ourselves.

Much of our inherited moral theory is structured by the idea
that those who rescued Jews at great risk to themselves went be-
yond what we could rightly expect from people. But this is to
separate “‘righteous gentiles” into a sphere of “‘saintliness’ that is
denied by many of those involved, who felt that they were only
doing what had to be done in the circumstances. Sometimes they
did not like the people they saved but said, “What else could I do?”
“Would you not have done the same?”’ “These people were in grave
danger and it was only natural to save them.” It is sentiments like
this that help Paldiel to think that “altruism” is a natural human
response in people. It is not something that has to be ‘‘rationally
justified”” and “argued for” as it must be within moral traditions
that assume that individuals are self-seeking and so require ‘“‘rea-
sons”’ so as to be able to overcome their selfish natures. But as
Paldiel recognizes, we can care for others without having to engage
in a struggle against our inner natures. This is the weakness of the
language of altruism tied as it is to a Christian/Kantian mode of
thought. It tends to blind us to the very different responses people
can have to the suffering of others.

In Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed, Philip Hallie reflects upon the
story of the village of Le Chambon and how the Protestant com-
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munity organized itself to rescue so many Jews. He follows the
experience of André and Magda Trocmé, who in the presbytery in
Le Chambon helped to organize resistance against German orders
and Vichy laws. Though they worked closely together, there were
significant differences in their approach to what they were doing.
This is how Magda Trocmé summarized to Hallie what the work
meant to her at the time:

“I have a kind of principle. I am not a good Christian at all, but I have
things that I really believe in....I try not to hunt around to find things
to do. I do not hunt around to find people to help. But I never close my
door, never refuse to help somebody who comes to me and asks for some-
thing. This I think is my kind of religion. You see, it is a way of handling
myself.” (153)

As Hallie describes it, “‘her ‘principle’ did not involve abstract
theories, but only a feeling of responsibility to particular people—
first of all to her husband, and next to anybody who happened to
come to the door of the presbytery” (153). As he says, “this feeling
is not one of overflowing affection; it is practical and abrupt, like
Magda herself” (153).

Hallie reminds us that in Deuteronomy, a city of refuge takes
responsibility for the lives of refugees who come to its gates. Its
members do not leave those gates to look for the oppressed; rather,
they stand at the gates ready to accept the responsibility people
place upon them by coming to the city. Deuteronomy 19:10 reads,
“I command you this day to [protect the refugee] lest innocent
blood be shed in your land . . . and so the guilt of bloodshed be upon
you.” Magda Trocmé thinks in terms of people in trouble but she
is reluctant to use the word love when talking about her work with
the refugees, as she is reluctant to use words like good and saintly.
She distrusts a language of theology that would separate deeds of
high ethical value. She does not believe that there is such a thing
as moral nobility that separates off some people—the saints—from
others—the common, decent people.

It is important to give space to set out how Philip Hallie contrasts
the ethic of Magda Trocmé with that of her husband. There is
something unsettling about the way that the contrast is set out
that demands to be thought about further. It throws into relief not
simply different personalities, but different ethical sensibilities
that are still very much with us.



Rescue, Righteousness, and Morality sz

Magda Trocmé believes that something is evil because it hurts people.
Hers is an ethic of benevolence: she needed only to look into the eyes of
a refugee in order to find her duty.

But her husband had a more complex ethic. He believed that something
is evil both because it hurts somebody and because it violates an imper-
ative, a commandment given us by God in the Bible and in our particular
hearts. He had to look up to some authority beyond the eyes of the refugee
to find that commandment, but having found it, his duty, like hers, lay in
diminishing the hurt in those eyes.

Magda's ethic can be called a horizontal one: she recognized no im-
perative from above; she saw only another’s need, and felt only a need to
satisfy the need as best she could. . .. He did what he did because he wanted
to be with Jesus. ... He wanted to be close to Jesus, a loving disciple who
put his feet in Jesus’s footprints with stubborn devotion.

There was verticality in his ethic, an allegiance to a supernatural being,
but there was also in him powerful affections, “‘almost erotic” feelings for
the people around him. ...He worked and cared for the well-being of the
“oppressed and the weak,” as he described the refugees, as much as did
Magda Trocmé, but he never stopped striving to be close to Jesus and, in
Jesus, to God. For him, ethical demands had a vertical axis and a hori-
zontal one, like the cross. (Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed, 101-2)

The Trocmés shared a commitment to worldly decency and to
human dignity that brought them together in the caring for others.
This was the crucial dimension that brought harmony to their
relationship. Magda felt a simple responsibility to help a person
whom “God or chance” had brought to her door. André had a
religious conviction that gave shape and direction to his actions
as much as did his own warm temperament. The people of Le
Chambon came to agree with Trocmé’s response to Prefect Bach,
who had just reprimanded him for not seeing that the Jews were
corrupting the West and must be gotten rid of: “We do not know
what a Jew is. We know only men” (160). They saw, in Hallie's
words, “only human beings who were valuable enough to be saved
from humiliation, torture and death” (161).

Under the moral leadership of André Trocmé and Edouard Theis,
as Hallie describes it, “the people of Le Chambon would not give
up life for any price—for their own comfort, for their own safety,
for patriotism, or for legality. For them, human life had no price;
it had only dignity” (274). This formulation echoes Kant but it is
crucial that for Kant human dignity is set against our ‘“‘animal
natures.” This undermines, I would argue, the sense of the pre-
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ciousness or dignity of human life for it means that our emotions,
feelings, and desires cannot serve as sources of human dignity. It
also means, as we can hear, that there is some tension between
being able to save others as human beings and being able to honor
and treasure their dignity as Jews. It is a tribute to the rescuers
in Le Chambon that they did not try to get Jewish children to
convert but respected their Judaism, encouraging Jewish children
to observe their own holidays. They recognized that help must only
be given for the benefit of the people being helped, not for the
benefit of some church. As Hallie describes it, “the life and the
integrity of the person helped were more precious than any or-
ganization” (55).

André Trocmé had grown up in a family in which, in the end,
there was only one prayer: “Teach us to do our duty.” Theirs was
a religion of duty towards a distant God. The words were clear but
the feeling was not there. As Hallie has it, “‘Teach us to do our
duty’ became a formula that kept the individuals in the household
from communicating their own feelings to each other, or seemed
to make it unnecessary to do so” (55). It was as a member of the
Union of Saint-Quentin, a Protestant organization of young people,
that he learned about the intimacy of friendship as they prayed
aloud, often in tears, to be saved from lying or from sexual im-
purity. He learned that only in intimacy could people save each
other. Le Chambon would provide another intimate community of
people praying together to make the Protestant idea of a “priest-
hood of all believers” work.

Aside from the distinction between good and evil, what was
crucial to the ethic of rescue in Le Chambon was the distinction
between giving things and giving oneself. As Hallie describes it,

When you give somebody a thing without giving yourself, you degrade
both parties by making the receiver utterly passive and by making yourself
a benefactor standing there to receive thanks—and even sometimes obe-
dience—as repayment. But when you give yourself, nobody is degraded—
in fact, both parties are elevated by a shared joy. When you give yourself,
the things you are giving become, to use Trocmé’s word, féconde (fertile,
fruitful). What you give creates new, vigorous life, instead of arrogance
on the one hand and passivity on the other. (72)

This giving of oneself is an utterly personal action, because each
self is a unique person. This can be in tension with a language of
altruism that sees the necessity of putting the self aside in order
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to help others. It is the impersonality and detachment that is so
often part of a Kantian tradition that can make it hard to recognize
that caring for others is in its depths personal.

In the intimacy of a household, people want to understand each
other in ways that their public lives can never reveal. Magda
Trocmé, who worked no less hard for the refugees than did her
husband, was more lenient with her children. Hallie says insight-
fully that “she looked into their eyes and saw needs her husband
could not see, needs that she allowed them to satisfy even though
doing so sometimes caused pain to her husband” (146). She was
far more aware of their feelings so that they never saw her as “hard
to take.” At the same time her powerful indignation against lazi-
ness or ineptitude struck fear into her husband and children when-
ever it was aroused. There was the constant strain of too much
work. But her sensitivity to the feelings of others was also part of
her caring. It is part of her care and concern. A sensitivity to feelings
and emotions can be part of a recognition of the preciousness of
human life. It can help with what Hallie called “an imaginative
perception of the connection between the preciousness of my life
and the preciousness of other lives” (277).

“Universality” in moral theory can stand in the way of recog-
nizing the different moral qualities that people have and the dif-
ferent relationships we have towards moral duties and
responsibilities. We become blind to the plurality of moral tradi-
tions as a language of rational moral agency has presented itself
as universal and available to all. Often this means that moral think-
ing involves abstracting ourselves from the concrete realities and
contradictions of the situations we find ourselves in. It is a vision
of moral purity and moral action that is untainted by the everyday
relationships of life. We have all—Christians, Jews, or Moslems—
learned to see ourselves through these Christian eyes, so failing to
recognize the integrity of different moral traditions. The Enlight-
enment affirmation of “spirituality,” “humanity,” and ‘“‘univer-
salism’’ meant in André Lacocque’s (1972) terms that “‘the language
of speculation replaced the language of events” as Christians
sought timeless truths and high spirituality, wishing to divorce
themselves from the paradoxes and concreteness (‘‘materialism’’)
of the Old Testament—the Hebrew Bible:

Within such a perspective, it was not without frowning that pious and
moral Christians read the records of men too “human” for their taste.
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Jacob the liar, Moses the murderer, David the adulterer, Solomon the
idolatrous. ... The concept of God’s intervention in human history is so
desperately materialistic and the people’s feeling of being elected and
chosen so particularistic, that it is really hard to “spiritualize” this Jewish
book in order to match it with a truly Christian religiosity. (62)

This fear of people “too human” is structured into a Kantian
moral tradition that could distance ourselves from our emotional
lives. This is part of the “‘spiritualization” of our moral language
that makes us less sensitive to the injuries that we do to ourselves
as well as to the miseries and sufferings of others. As we learn to
separate from our own emotions and feelings we learn to displace
and project onto others emotions and feelings that we cannot ac-
cept in ourselves. Freud made this central to psychoanalytic un-
derstanding, going some way to grasp it as an inheritance within
a Western culture that denied the existence of sexuality, the body,
and emotional life. We inherit a tradition in which we are more
concerned with our moral salvation than with the sufferings of
others. We learn to seek principles and we become self-critical for
failing to live up to them. It is in this context that a language of
altruism is so easily identified with selflessness. We are trapped
into resentments for we seem to be constantly comparing ourselves
with others and failing in our own eyes to live up to idealized
standards we set for ourselves.

4. RIGHTEOUSNESS AND MORALITY

The idea that “the righteous are not exempt from evil” can be
understood differently within a Jewish tradition that does not con-
ceive of “‘moral purity”’ as the suppression or denial of impulses,
feelings, and desires. These are not aspects of an animal nature
that have to be denied if we are to respond to the clear light of
reason but are part of our condition as human beings and so in-
tegral to our moral experience. It is a matter of acknowledging our
feelings so that we can come to terms with them. Similarly, it is
not a matter of putting our interests and desires aside so that we
can act selflessly in the interests of others. It is in this sense that
the language of altruism is tied to a Kantian/Christian tradition
of selflessness. The words of first-century Rabbi Hillel have echoed
through the generations, calling for a different relationship be-
tween self and other, between individual and community:
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“If I am not for myself, who is for me?
“If I care only for myself, what am I?
“If not now, when?”’

If I cannot accept and respect myself, including my feelings and
desires, how can I expect the love and respect of others? And yet
it is a difficult task to know one’s feelings in any situation so that
we can be more open and honest with ourselves. Often we have
grown up within a moral culture that teaches us that goodness has
to do with conforming to the expectations of others—our parents
and teachers—rather than being true to ourselves. This language
of integrity so often seems dangerously empty within a culture in
which we learn that if truth is not an objective standard that exists
beyond history, then it has to be relative. We lose the connection
between goodness and truth.

The children of Le Chambon did not seem to share Magda
Trocmé'’s anguish that they would have “to unlearn lying after the
war, and .. .could, perhaps, never again be able to understand the
importance of simply telling the truth” (126). This is to see morality
as a matter of principles that have to be obeyed. Truthfulness has
a different source in our lives and it connects to the heart and the
importance of learning to speak from the heart. This cannot be
learned as an issue of will and determination alone for I cannot
“decide” to be truthful with myself, though the intention can be
important in putting me on the right path. People in Le Chambon
were doing what they felt to be right in the situation. They were
being true to their beliefs. Magda’s daughter, Nelly, pointed out
to Philip Hallie that as far as she knew the children never had the
problem of unlearning lying. As Hallie describes it, “what the chil-
dren saw was what the rest of the Chambonnais saw: the necessity
to help the shivering Jew standing there in your door, and the
necessity not to betray him or her to harmdoers. In this way of life
the children were raised, and—at least according to Nelly—they
did not feel their parents to be guilty of any wrongdoing” (127).
For children it is crucial for parents to live out what they believe,
rather than to say “‘do what I say, not what I do.” This is a precious
gift the value of which is not appreciated within a culture that sees
morality in terms of abstract principles. We learn from who our
parents are, rather than simply from what they had to say.

Hallie records how difficult it was, for instance, for Madame
Eyraud to understand what he was getting at in his insistent ques-
tioning about why she put herself in such danger to bring refugees
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into her house. He was looking for reasons because within a Kant-
ian tradition we assume that to act egoistically requires no reasons,
as it is taken to be “natural’—though as Albert Hirschman (1977)
shows in The Passions and the Interests, this vision of a foundation
for ethics that is laid within reason has had a pervasive hold on
our moral theory. But Madame Eyraud was having none of it, as
Hallie learned while under her spell, as he says, “her big, round
eyes stopped sparkling in that happy face, and she said, ‘Look.
Look. Who else would have taken care of them if we didn’t? They
needed our help, and they needed it then.” For her, and for me
under the joyous spell she casts over anybody she smiles upon, the
spade was turned by hitting against a deep rock: there are no
deeper issues than the issues of people needing help then” (127).

Most people looked away and European Jewry was largely aban-
doned to its fate. This is part of a painful history that we cannot
put aside unless we are prepared to come to terms with it. This is
a powerful insight in Claude Lanzmann's (1985) Shoah—that anti-
Semitism will be sustained as a way of dealing with the unresolved
guilt at what was not done to help the Jews. This will allow people
to feel justified in doing so little. A rationalist moral psychology
fails to illuminate the weight of our histories and of the compro-
mises that we have made to our integrity. We tend to believe in a
liberal moral culture that says that only if we are caught will we
be made to suffer. We are blind to the power of the inner suffering
for our misdeeds. In this sense every action has a consequence,
though we are blind to it. The perpetration of atrocities—be it in
the Nazis who were responsible for “the final solution” or the
American soldiers who were responsible for the massacre at My
Lai in Vietnam—has consequences that must be lived with. It is
not as easy to put the past behind us as we are often led to think.
It has the power to return to haunt us.

At some level truthfulness is connected to individuality. A strik-
ing feature of Nechama Tec’s (1986) interviews with people who
rescued Jews in Poland is the individuality of the people con-
cerned—they were very much their own persons. People were act-
ing out of their own beliefs and feeling for what is right, regardless
of what the official church was preaching in Poland. They had to
be ready to stand against the insistent authority of the church to
rely upon their own meaning of Christian love and charity. This
could be difficult to sustain because it was not a matter of indi-
vidual moral actions but of sustained, often dangerous, difficult,
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and frustrating relationships over a considerable period of time.
This took considerable moral resources. How can such a sense of
moral individuality be sustained? To what extent does it involve
separating individualism from egoism and a tradition of possessive
individuality? For me, this involves learning to take responsibility
for our feelings as much as our thought as we learn to define our-
selves more clearly.

We have learned to be suspicious of the truth and to doubt any
language of authenticity. Too often it has become an empty jargon,
and authorities have claimed to have the monopoly of truth. Or-
thodox Marxism has suffered from the connection between truth,
history, and power. It seems better to give up claims to truth com-
pletely. This tendency is given intellectual form within a post-
modernist tradition that would separate itself from any linear
conception of reason, science, and progress. But this would also
deny truth to ourselves, for we are simply left with different con-
structions of our experience and so with no way of deepening our
connection with ourselves.

Those who failed to respond as their neighbors were being
dragged off to the concentration camps have to live with the dark-
ness that entered their souls. It is not that they failed to act altru-
istically and so to accrue moral worth that could have been
available to them. This presents the situation too neutrally, for
people have to live with both what they do and what they fail to
do. People and communities who failed to respond became less
than they could be as they compromised their humanity and them-
selves. This is an issue that is bound to resonate loudly in Poland,
and it can be no surprise that a film such as Shoah called forth
such strong reactions. It is an inescapable historical process, for
the holocaust has left a profound mark on both Jewish and Chris-
tian cultures. It brings into question some of the deepest claims
and aspirations of Western culture.

History is not arbitrary, nor is it simply a construction reflecting
the interests of the present, as poststructuralist theories tend to
have it. For in coming to terms with our histories we are coming
to terms with ourselves. An Enlightenment tradition has largely
failed to grasp this connection, thinking that freedom and self-
determination involve putting our histories behind us so that
we can learn to act independently of them. But this has been a
dangerous dream that has disempowered those like blacks, Jews,
and women, whose integrity and dignity lies partly in honoring
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and remembering their separate histories and the pain and suf-
fering of slavery, the witch burnings, and now the holocaust. If this
is part of our ancestral history, it is part of ourselves. We have
come to terms with it in whatever way we can and with the pain
it carries as part of regaining our lost dignity and integrity. It is
more importantly not something that others can do for us, but
something that both individually and collectively we have to do
for ourselves.

We all have to accept our histories if they are not to return to
haunt us. At the same time it is crucial to make moral distinctions,
as Primo Levi (1988) insists in The Drowned and the Saved. It is
crucial not to end up blaming the victims for what befell them or
to perpetuate myths that somehow it was Jewish passivity that
brought Jews to their fate. Jerzy Turowicz’s ‘‘Polish Reasons and
Jewish Questions” (1990), disavowing some of his earlier views,
rejects the equation of “the fate of the Jews with those of the Poles”
on the grounds that “we, too, were being murdered.” As Brumberg
(1987) reports it, he demolishes one myth after another—about
Jewish “passivity’’; about Polish wartime attitudes; about the pre-
war church and the doctrine of Jewish “deicide,” rejected rather
belatedly, he suggests, by Vatican II. As Brumberg has it, “he is
unambivalent; the discussion of Polish-Jewish relations is not an
indulgence or masochism: it is a challenge to which Poles must
respond without hesitation, if only for the sake of their collective
conscience’’ (87).

We all have to take responsibility for our lives. The rescuers
provide a challenge to their “ordinariness” in their refusal to be
treated as anything special. They are clear that what they did
others could have done. They do not want to be placed on some
kind of pedestal as “‘righteous gentiles.” That is to miss the point.
To treat them as moral heroes is to deprive the rest of us of the
responsibility for what we do and fail to do in our everyday lives.
To remove those who rescued into a separate moral sphere is to
avoid crucial issues of individual guilt and responsibility. It is the
other side of the same coin that would see the Nazis as monsters
or as akin to the devil. This is part of a polarized vision that is
deeply embedded within a Western Christian tradition given a
secular form within Enlightenment rationalism. It insists on di-
viding the world into autonomous and independent spheres of
“good” and “‘evil.” In contrast, the strength of a Judaic tradition
is its refusal to polarize. This can help us recognize both “rescuer”
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and children during the first year of life, and Cohen attributes it
to more broadly based aspects of culture.

In chapter 4, Vine supplies a succinct and lucid review of
sociobiological solutions to the paradox of altruism. Rejecting
Darwin’s appeal to group selection, he partially accepts the more
modern resolutions based on kin selection, reciprocity, and ma-
nipulation. Vine concludes that such mechanisms go a consider-
able distance in the explanation of altruism, but they fall short of
explaining the type of self-sacrificial behavior toward strangers
and members of outgroups documented by theorists such as Oliner
and Oliner in their accounts of the rescue of Jews during World
War II. Reviewing three contemporary models of evolution, Vine
argues that the only model equipped to explain altruism toward
out-group members is one attentive to the functional interaction
between biological and social-environmental factors.

Vine allows that individuals may maximize their inclusive fit-
ness by behaving altruistically toward kith and kin, but suggests
that unconscious brain structures bias individuals toward egocen-
tric and ethnocentric behavior. However, he suggests, the devel-
opment in humans of a subjective self-system that extends beyond
the bodily self to include identities with others permits mental
causation of altruistic behavior toward a broad range of others.
He explains how consciousness and self-awareness may have
evolved in humans, and suggests that these acquisitions have
helped free us from biological constraints on altruism through the
inculcation of sympathy.

The difficult task Vine sets for himself is to explain how infants
acquire an inclusive identity, which entails integration between
self and other while at the same time achieving sufficient differ-
entiation to insure that the prosocial behaviors they direct toward
others are not directed toward themselves-in-others, depleting
them of altruism. In large part, this entails distinguishing between
empathy (responding to others as though they were the self) and
sympathy (responding to others on their own terms—as Jarymow-
icz puts it in chapter 8, “‘exocentrically’’). Vine traces the origin of
sympathy, and therefore the origin of altruism, to the affectively
charged reciprocal exchanges characteristic of interactions be-
tween infants and their mothers during the first year. In contrast
to theorists who attribute prosocial responses in infants to empathy
based on a lack of differentiation, and thus confusion, between self
and other, Vine suggests that infants acquire both a “self-with-
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other” schema—a “we”’ identity—and a sense of self-other differ-
entiation during early reciprocal exchanges with their mothers.
Infants develop a differentiated sense of themselves as agents when
they respond to the give and take of exchanges with their mothers,
but this sense of self is a connected one—tied to the reciprocal
reaction of the mother. Thus, argues Vine, infants may feel sym-
pathetic to the objects of their reciprocity as distinct from them-
selves, while at the same time incorporating these objects into their
identities, as, in a sense, the other half of themselves.

Ronald Cohen opens chapter 5 by partially disavowing a position
he advanced in his earlier work attributing human altruism to
cultural constraints on biological hedonism, and goes on to suggest
that a more tenable position is that the “dynamic duo” of biological
and cultural evolution—working with one another, against one
another, and independently—have mediated the evolution of al-
truism in the human species. Appealing to Boyd and Richerson’s
“dual inheritance” model of biological and cultural evolution,
Cohen points out that both processes are governed by the same
basic principles: descent with modification and selective retention
of variations. While biological evolution has worked slowly, se-
lecting gene frequencies over generations, cultural evolution may
operate at a much more rapid pace.

The dynamics of biological evolution are relatively well under-
stood. Cohen singles out four biologically selected traits as es-
pecially important in the interaction with culture in the deter-
mination of human altruism: the capacity to restrain dominance
strivings, the proclivity to learn from authority, the acquisition of
a sense of morality, defined broadly as the tendency to label some
phenomena right and others wrong, and the capacity for abstrac-
tion mediating critical assessment. Also mentioned are organic
brain mechanisms, guilt, and echo responses to distress signaling.

The dynamics of cultural selection are less well understood.
Cohen suggests that cultural variations evolve primarily through
the process of group selection. Culturally based variations occur
through recruitment of different individuals into the same roles,
migration, and the diffusion of traits from one region to another.
Some selective mechanisms, such as conformity, mediate the
spread of popular variations. Other selective mechanisms, such as
gossip, exert a conservative influence on the status quo. Still other
mechanisms, such as reactions to injustice and the imagined effects
of social change, may exert a more directional influence. Cohen
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suggests there may be an optimal range of accepted variation, with
resistance to radical change.

In the second half of his chapter, Cohen advances the argument
that a civil society is evolving through the dual inheritance process,
in which altruism is being incorporated into cultural beliefs, val-
ues, and regulations. The evolution of such a society is dependent
on the promulgation, selection, and retention of cultural ideas sup-
porting it. Defining features of a civil society are (a) the freedom
to assess rules and regulations critically and to make changes on
the basis of such assessments, (b) an expansion of the boundaries
of the moral universe to include those hitherto considered out-
group members, and (c) an increase in the value of altruism and
tendencies toward empathy and sympathy.

What evidence is there for the evolution of civil societies? Cohen
mentions three features: the expanding recognition that private
fates are affected by public policies; the rejection of conflict and
acceptance of more peaceful means of resolving differences on an
international level; and nuclearization of family life, which, Cohen
argues, encourages the socialization of moral and altruistic emo-
tions. Finally, with many other writers in this volume, Cohen iden-
tifies inclusiveness of identity as a key factor in the expansion of
altruism. Primary among the factors that enable civil society is the
expansion of the moral universe to include all people. Cohen be-
lieves that at least some of the individuals who rescued Jews during
World War II possessed inclusive identities and high moral prin-
ciples. He suggests that the Holocaust constituted a cultural event
that had a profound impact on the evolution of altruism, making
clear on an international level the tremendous costs of constricting
the moral universe. The time has come, suggests Cohen, both for
the belief that all people have equal moral rights and for the will-
ingness to act on this belief, and he believes these cultural variants
are being selected on an increasingly wide scale. Cohen is opti-
mistic. He has faith in the fecundity of cultural variations favoring
altruism. When he looks at the international community, he sees
evidence that civil societies are beginning to evolve. Others, more
steeped in the constraints of evolved dispositions perhaps, will
appraise the world scene and come to a less hopeful conclusion.
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moral agents. The excesses of “first-generation” sociobiology must
not blind us to its human relevance. A more modest formulation
of what its principles really imply can help to make sense of al-
truism and selfishness by reference to the nature, development,
and functioning of our consciously accessible subjective self-
systems. The self-system and introspective awareness permit dis-
tinctive kinds of mental causation. They transform the social po-
tential of our own species by giving unique flexibility to our
motives, sympathies, commitments, and intentions.

We must still expect evolved genetic constraints to have left their
mark upon brain subsystems that function mainly beneath the
threshold of our awareness. These remain likely to bias our social
judgments towards egocentric interests or ethnocentric group loy-
alties, and against any truly indiscriminate readiness for costly
altruism (Vine 1987). Yet that need not make us unable to overcome
such temptations and resistances, once we understand the sources
of distorted perceptions of people’s deservingness. It is evident that
people do develop dispositions for being moved to sympathy and
for striving to respond generously—sometimes even when those in
need are remote strangers or enemies rather than close kith and
kin. I shall argue that this is humanly possible because evolution-
ary pressures fashioned us such that we can extend the self’s in-
terests well beyond our own bodies. The extent of our truly
altruistic motives reflects how far we learn to embrace others
within the awarenesses of the mental self’s identities.

THE DARWINIAN PROBLEM AND ITS LEGACY

For the theory of natural selection to displace religious creationism
from the Victorian public mind, it required systematic distortion.
If our biological continuity with “lower” species could no longer
be denied, then our animal inheritance had to become a scientific
substitute for “original sin.” The “beast within” could take the
blame for human weakness and wickedness, and romantics could
still be appeased. When the Russian scientist and anarcho-
communist, Prince Peter Kropotkin, advanced the thesis that ‘“mu-
tual aid” (1939 [1902]) was a major factor in evolution, his analysis
fell upon deaf ears. Further development of biological insights con-
cerning the adaptive advantages of prosocial activity was long in
coming.

Darwin himself had acknowledged prosocial instincts in ani-
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mals, involving feelings of “sympathy.” He saw an inherited read-
iness for such an affective motivation as the organic root of our
human “moral sense.” Once elaborated upon by reason and by
culture, this might lead anyone ‘“without a moment’s hesitation to
risk his life for that of a fellow-creature”’ (Darwin 1957 [1871],
285)—and perhaps a total stranger. Yet this observation sat awk-
wardly with principles of natural selection that specified that evo-
lution occurs because ‘‘the best adapted individuals...tend to
propagate their kind in larger numbers than the less well adapted”
(152). Giving aid to others may well benefit collective survival. But
it appears to be individually maladaptive to help reproductive
“competitors’’ at the cost of threatening one’s personal capacity
to survive and propagate one’s own genes.

So how could initially rare mutations favoring altruism ever
have been spread and sustained through natural selection? Surely,
selfish individuals who merely accepted the altruism of others
would thrive and be more reproductively successful? This may be
called the biological paradox of altruism. Darwin had no clear,
consistent, comprehensive answer to it, and the issue was fudged
for a century. Pseudosolutions relied upon the assumption that
selection favors the survival of whole breeding groups, or the ““good
of the species.” But once the conceptual and empirical inadequa-
cies of ““group selection” began to be exposed (e.g., Maynard Smith
1964), a revised explanatory framework for the evolution of social
life was necessary. Wilson’s (1975) overenthusiasm for new bio-
logical concepts that could explain self-sacrificial behaviors was
understandable. But like Dawkins (The Selfish Gene, 1976), he was
essentially an interpreter of sociobiology’s basic theories. One cen-
tral problem in applying these to humans was that biologists un-
trained in psychology readily confounded costly consequences of
altruism with questions about its motivating causes, including in-
tentional concern for others’ needs and interests. Thus a realistic
assessment of human altruism must start with what the core the-
ories do strictly imply about our species.

The general evolutionary puzzle is real enough. Adaptively crit-
ical traits like readily risking one’s life on another’s behalf are too
widespread in nature to be trivial anomalies. It seems that they
should be strongly opposed by natural selection—especially in any
species whose behavior is rigidly shaped by genetically specified
“instinct’” mechanisms. Yet Darwin saw that some evolutionary
lines had specialized in parental care to enhance the survival of a
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few offspring, rather than producing myriads of fertilized eggs, of
which only a tiny proportion reach maturity (now known as “K”
versus ‘v’ strategies). What counts in evolution is not the individ-
ual’s survival and longevity as such, but the capacity to reproduce
effectively—and thus to replicate segments of what we now identify
as one’s distinctive set of genes.

So he saw the necessity of parents incurring biological costs to
themselves in seeking to rear their young to reproductive maturity.
And given the uncertainties of survival, we might expect such ef-
forts sometimes to risk even lethal consequences in the protection
of vulnerable offspring. This was only a partical answer; but the
insight provided the first key for unlocking the paradox, once pop-
ulation genetics had reached an appropriate degree of sophisti-
cation. That and other standard solutions have been effectively
presented for nonbiologists before (e.g., Krebs 1987; Ridley and
Dawkins 1981). They are presented here only briefly, as the nec-
essary starting point for distinguishing between rival paradigms
of human sociobiology.

SOCIOBIOLOGY’S PRINCIPAL ANSWERS

The crucial advance was Hamilton’s (1964) concept of inclusive
fitness. Ordinary Darwinian personal fitness can be approximately
understood as a measure of parental fecundity, or success in pro-
ducing and nurturing offspring to maturity. Selection will tend to
favor traits according to how well these enhance the replication
of one’s own genotype. Hamilton simply developed an earlier in-
sight that this can be achieved indirectly as well as directly. His
mathematical models showed, in essence, that the fitness benefits
of parental care can be extended through helping other family
members and their offspring.

The closer a biological relative is to oneself, the more this re-
latedness ensures above-average genetic commonality. To just that
degree, promoting relatives’ survival and successful reproduction
serves one’s own “‘genetic interests.” The inclusive fitness measure
therefore adds in such active effects, as indirect increments to one’s
reproductive success. Inclusive fitness is the most fundamental
criterion of adaptiveness; and roughly speaking, new genes will be
positively selected, and become incorporated in the characteristic
genotype of a species, to the extent that their presence makes some
positive behavioral difference to any individual’s inclusive fitness.
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(But we must remember that such processes are inherently prob-
abilistic, and relative to the fitnesses of individuals with other
traits.)

Hamilton’s (1964) model proposed what is now usually known
as “kin selection” (Maynard Smith 1964) as a basis for how “‘al-
truism’’ could evolve. For the moment it will suffice to note that
biologists understand “altruism’ and “selfishness” nonteleologi-
cally—without any reference to conscious motives, and simply in
terms of actual consequences of behavior for fitness. I shall use the
terms ‘‘bio-altruism” and “bio-selfishness” where such effects are
meant, to avoid any possibility of confusion. Social acts are counted
as bio-selfish or bio-altruistic simply according to whether they
transfer net biological gains or losses to or from the agent, from
or to the other individual. The currency has to be some predictor
of ultimate reproductive potential. Where predictably fixed net
costs of an act of unilateral aid are bio-energetically appreciable,
or the probability of incurring further very heavy costs is substan-
tial, we can talk of a high cost/risk penalty, and hence of highly
“altruistic”’ behavior. The question is whether and when selection
can favor gene-based traits prompting various degrees of bio-
altruism towards various categories of recipients. And it has three
main answers, as follows.

1. Kinship Selection

Since heritable traits detrimental to personal fitness can evolve
just so long as they do enhance inclusive fitness, a nepotistic read-
iness for bio-altruism towards genetic kin can be favored under
certain constraints. If a specified cost/risk penalty from providing
a given benefit to my own child is only just compatible with main-
taining personal fitness, then the same act directed towards my
sibling’s child would not be so. This is because half my child’s
genes are ‘‘identical by descent” to my own, but only one quarter
of the latter’s will be. (These are “coefficients of relatedness,” r.)
Only if helping a nephew or niece was half as costly to me, or gave
double the benefit to the child, would my loss of personal fitness
be compensated for at the inclusive fitness level. A rare mutated
gene arising within one genealogical line, and favoring some in-
discriminately bio-altruistic trait, would not normally spread
through future generations of a breeding population. For it would
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tend to reduce the bearer’'s own reproductive success while en-
hancing that of beneficiaries unlikely to share the facilitating gene.

As Hamilton shows, what therefore counts is that help with a
given cost/risk penalty has to be restricted according to how likely
recipients are to have inherited such a trait themselves—as mea-
sured by r. In effect then, dispositions for even highly sacrificial
nepotistically restricted bio-altruism can evolve and stabilize, so
long as helpers are sufficiently choosy about the targets for aid.
And although Hamilton’s model proceeds from rather artificial
genetic and other assumptions, the basic results appear relatively
robust empirically. In general, it is indeed closest kin who are the
main beneficiaries of the most costly and dangerous helping at-
tempts.

The main complications arise when we consider how context-
sensitive perfectly efficient fitness maximization would be. If I still
have my own dependent child, lethal self-sacrifice to save any life—
except perhaps its own—would very rarely make adaptive sense.
But naturally selected genes are only likely to be able to construct
fairly simple mechanisms for detecting external signs of “deserv-
ingness’’ for bio-altruism—and for using the strength of these, plus
relevant internal information, in selecting and triggering one of
some limited range of helping responses. At best we can expect an
organism to have to rely upon fairly simple optimizing heuristics,
or rules of thumb such that how it responds in a given situation
is more likely to maximize probable overall fitness consequences
than are other realistic options.

The highest cost/risk acts usually occur in emergency situations
demanding immediate responses allowing no time for fine and
complex discriminations. So matching decisions to the actual lev-
els of likely benefit, and differentiating worthy from unworthy tar-
gets, may need to be done crudely—meaning that bio-altruistic
reactions may sometimes be “erroneously”’ directed at remote kin
or even nonkin. But in other situations, giving aid may entail little
inconvenience or risk of serious costs, yet be very helpful to recip-
ients. So within a relatively inbred group-living species it may well
optimize fitness to dispense low cost/risk help quite indiscrimi-
nately when eliciting cues are detected.
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2. Reciprocity Selection

Kin selection can only view bio-altruism towards nonrelatives as
occurring by default. If its cost/risk factor is appreciable, it should
in principle be selected against. Yet some relatively intelligent
higher mammals frequently appear to incur significant risks to
fitness on behalf of effectively unrelated individuals. Trivers (1971)
invoked active selection for what he called “reciprocal altruism,”
instead of just attributing all such cases to error.

There is no real biological paradox anyway for prosocial be-
haviors that can be described as strict cooperation—in which two
partners simultaneously help each other to attain a shared goal
that neither can reach alone. So long as the division of spoils tends
to be mutually equitable and profitable in cost/benefit terms, noth-
ing beyond standard selection for traits enhancing personal fitness
is required. But because fitnesses must be measured across whole
life spans, what appears bio-altruistic in the short term need not
ultimately be so biologically. Thus strict reciprocity is just the
temporal extension of self-serving cooperation. Readiness to co-
operate or to reciprocate can advantage each partner relative to
noncollaborating individuals. As with bio-altruism towards kin,
this is particularly so where the cost of either’s act of helping is
small, yet the benefit to the other is large. Also, repayment of a
debt need not necessarily be in kind, since the relevant units of
exchange are again those of reproductive potential.

Yet Trivers’' reference to “altruism’ here was not entirely in-
appropriate, since there is always some risk that today’s unilateral
favor or sacrifice will not in fact be repaid tomorrow by a corre-
sponding transfer of fitness potential. Successfully defecting from
a supposed deal could be advantageous to the first beneficiary. So
selection will also favor exploitative ‘‘cheating”’—again not nec-
essarily at all conscious—so long as this can escape punishment.
But conversely, selection for resisting being cheated would also be
strong; and liability to costly punishment could mean that resisting
temptations to cheat is equally favored. Trivers thereby sought to
explain our evolution of moral emotions like indignation and guilt.
His analysis particularly implied that attachment bonds of friend-
ship between nonrelatives would be a firm basis for the trust that
is necessary—over and above prosocial feelings as such—to keep
reciprocity in its mutually aiding mode (rather than cheating fol-
lowed by cycles of revenge). Regular interaction facilitates inti-
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mate knowledge, as well as frequent chances to exchange small
favors, and to develop liking and related dispositions. Thus when
the other needs or requests a more major act of assistance, unlikely
to be reciprocated for a long time ahead, a confident judgment can
be formed of how fully and reliably the “investment” of fitness
resources will be repaid.

Interpersonal reciprocity relationships between nonrelatives of
the most intelligent species can be strong, and demonstrably ben-
eficial for fitness (Trivers 1985; cf. Axelrod 1984). They are crucial
where offspring need extended care from both parents. But a fur-
ther extension of selection for reciprocity is given prominence by
Alexander (1987)—one that has apparently only arisen in our own
case. He reidentifies what Trivers (1971) called “generalized’ re-
ciprocity—seeing it as a socially indirect reciprocity. Its simplest
form involves three persons: A may help B, while B then helps C,
and ultimately C helps A. All can thus benefit. One important fea-
ture of Alexander’s approach is the role given to observational
social learning, and to concern for one’s public social reputation
as a prosocial individual. Indirect reciprocity offers more scope for
cheating via deceptive public impressions, which exaggerate one’s
needs or one’s readiness to be generous and to reciprocate reliably
and fairly. Thus more social vigilance is needed.

Capacities for indirect reciprocity have evidently encouraged the
moral systems whereby human groups promote norms encourag-
ing generalized social responsibility. The synergistic benefits of
complex divisions of labor will only benefit most or all members,
and sustain social cohesion, if shared norms do successfully reg-
ulate resolutions of conflicts of interest. But a readiness to inter-
nalize the group’s expectations—for altruism, the control of
selfishness, and “‘pulling one’s weight”’—is what sustains indirect
reciprocity most effectively. Within a moral system, everyone’s
inclusive fitness may theoretically be optimized, even where non-
relatives’ conduct begins to approximate to truly indiscriminate
bio-altruism. But on Alexander’s account, hominid evolution
would still have restricted this to within-group prosocial helping—
often in the service of hostile intergroup competition.

3. Manipulation Selection

Not all acts that help others are bio-altruistic. One animal may
accidentally benefit another in the ordinary pursuit of its own
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sacrificing their lives for the ‘“‘national interest”’—with some doing
so quite intentionally on “kamikaze” missions.

So are these cases triumphs of our human neocortex’s relative
autonomy to override those lower brain mechanisms that are more
tightly programmed for optimizing inclusive fitness? If so, just how
does it do this? Or is it that we are peculiarly prone to incidental
bio-altruism, because natural controls on prosocial responding
have been rendered out of date by the rapid socioecological changes
of modern civilization? Perhaps we are simply less self-sacrificing
of inclusive fitness than we seem—because we are so expert at
masking self-interest? Are we masters of manipulatively inducing
strangers to be highly altruistic towards us, while their expertise
in self-deception helps to disable their inhibitions? Or is our reli-
ance upon the neocortex simply maladaptive, because we con-
stantly misjudge risks to our fitness? Subsequent discussion of self-
system processes below will suggest partial answers. But first, com-
peting paradigms for how to apply sociobiological theories to spe-
cific predictions about human conduct need to be outlined.

Since evolutionary biology is primarily a functional approach
to understanding organisms’ attributes, general models of how
natural selection favors fitness-enhancing traits do not need to
specify the proximate causal mechanisms that achieve such effects.
Successful replication of DNA is the “bottom line” of biological
evolution; but genes are only partial and often very indirect causes
of their own reproduction. All that sociobiological theorizing is
bound to assume is that selection tends to ensure that most genes
of a successful species typically make some positive contribution
to traits that tend to aid the inclusive reproductive success of each
organism who carries them. Thus as Crook (1980) insists, socio-
biologists do not need to get bogged down in the details of endless
nature/nurture disputes. If learning processes have predictable
enough phenotypic results for selection to build upon these, our
genes need only specify “open programs,” whose details are filled
in through developmental experience.

Dawkins (1976) emphasized that genes—whose “goal” is to “‘ma-
nipulate”’ their bearers “selfishly” into acting as copying ma-
chines—took a great “evolutionary gamble” in higher animals. By
“investing”’ in building intelligent brains, they risked such species’
members acting systematically against their genetic interests. But
the advantage of the relative autonomy of the brain as a mediator
of behavior is of course the flexibility to cope rapidly with changing
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2. Functional Extrapolation (FE)

This approach retains an indirect, functional variant of biological
reductionism, but moves away from strong genetic determinist
assumptions. It takes appreciably more seriously the emergent
properties resulting from our high intelligence and conscious
awareness. Thus the role given to cognitively mediated learning,
complex inference processes, and creative imagination is far
greater. Associated capacities for long-range foresight and hind-
sight help us to defer many goal satisfactions and to pursue mul-
tiple and often distant goals in parallel. All this means that we are
far less tightly constrained by immediate emotional impulses than
IE theorists imply.

In particular, the FE approach gives far more acknowledgment
to how linguistic communication and mental coding of our expe-
rience permit the collective definition of shared symbolic meanings
for human actions. To this extent, we can erect culturally valued
goals that appear quite remote from fitness interests—such as
moral and religious ideals. And cultural transmission processes
that trade upon our need for social approval can induce us to
internalize these and pursue them quite deliberately. In fact, most
of the adaptive wisdom of the human species can be carried in the
realm of cultural ideas. But it is assumed that our genes hold us
“on a leash” because the “epigenetic rules” canalizing develop-
ment are tight. So cultural traits predominantly optimize fitness,
for most individuals at least (Lumsden and Wilson 1983).

In principle this assumption is plausible. Unlimited flexibility
of behavior opens up options for grossly maladaptive culturally
transmitted traits. This would then generate counterselection
against flexibility itself (Barkow 1989). So we may indeed be bi-
ologically resistant, in a host of psychologically subtle ways, to
acting upon particular categories of social injunctions likely to
undermine inclusive fitness. What is difficult to predict is the spec-
ificity and strength of such genetically rooted biases; but they
would have to be fairly crude, and based upon immediate external
and internal cues. The more temporally remote and unforeseeable
any damage to fitness is, the less probably will our biology help
to protect us from avoiding it.

The FE viewpoint certainly gestures towards the complexities
of our intentional choices, and the impact of cultural systems upon
our natures. It is usually admitted that cultures often manipulate
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at least a minority of individuals into sacrificing their fitness in-
terests. And FE theorists like Alexander (1987) are careful to insist
that we are not strictly obliged by our genetic makeup to behave
selfishly and nepotistically—even though it so predisposes us. Yet
he explicitly equates normative conduct with “social investment”
in our own extended and ultimate reproductive success. And he
lays great stress upon deception and self-deception within the
moral rhetoric that he implicitly sees as largely a mask for our
self-interest.

In the final analysis, the thrust of the FE theorist’s assumptions
is still that everyone’s ‘“‘ultimate” interests are ‘‘reproductive,
whether or not and to whatever extent (a) such knowledge is con-
scious and (b) evolutionary novelties in the environment thwart
realization” of them (Alexander 1987, 139). So we still remain
largely bound by the supreme evolutionary imperative. The mental
freedoms of the intelligent human brain can never add up to much
more than greater sophistication in just how we seek our fitness,
coupled with elaborate webs of myth and self-deception that pro-
tect us when we jeopardize it.

3. Functional Interaction (Fl)

The FE approach offers many insights, but fails to shake off a
Panglossian optimism about the invincibility of natural selection.
A more modest view of the impact of genetic evolution on the
fitness-optimizing properties of brains must admit that we simply
do not have decisive reasons for supposing that genes can fine tune
our goals to serve fitness functions reliably. Intelligent purposive-
ness means that we direct actions teleologically, towards states of
affairs that can be consciously anticipated. The extent of our power
to give priority to biologically maladaptive goals is an empirically
open issue. It is foolhardy to write off all traits at variance with
fitness a priori, as errors and products of manipulation and self-
deception. The interactionist approach is adopted here, and takes
the principle of novel ‘“emergent properties’ of complex brains
entirely seriously. Given the almost unlimited range of goal states
that our symbolic language permits us to define for ourselves, it
stretches credibility to suppose that our preprogramming is as
efficient as IE and FE accounts suppose.

The mysterious brain processes permitting reflective partial
awareness of our states and processes of mind are likely to play a
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crucial role. Crook (1980, 242) argues that “the most crucial evo-
lutionary emergent in the phylogeny of human powers is the ability
whereby the person conceives of himself as an active agent distin-
guishable as an entity from others and about which propositions
can be entertained.” As he also says, it seems likely that the dis-
positions to feel autonomously in control of one’s actions, and to
feel self-esteem when these achieve desired consequences, were
originally selected for because they enhanced effective striving to-
wards consciously envisaged goals that did serve inclusive fitness
(cf. Barkow 1989). But our sense of active agency can equally well
contribute to deliberate self-sacrifice on behalf of socially remote
others. A ““second-generation’”” human sociobiology is beginning to
take the self-system’s powers seriously, and so can at last bring
evolutionary theory into rich areas of psychological research.

Hinde (1987) perhaps best exemplifies the caution that the FI
approach demands when dealing with social phenomena progres-
sively more removed from features of individuals shared with pre-
symbolic species. He highlights the multilevel shaping of our
mental realities, through dialectical causal influences within and
between once-only social encounters, enduring intimate relation-
ships, group dynamics, and the structures of societal cultural or-
ganization. Many higher-level and holistic features of our sociality
are neither appropriately reducible to, nor predictable from, the
properties of materially separate individuals. And such emergent
attributes will have autonomous functional properties quite re-
mote from biological processes and functions. Yet to insist that
nothing in sociobiology’s core theories can preclude human crea-
tivity and freedom is not to prove that we can in fact adhere to
philosophical ideals of true altruism. At the very least, it remains
necessary to outline a biologically coherent account of the means
by which we may have become able to enter new realms of social
purposiveness, motivated by authentic concern for another’s well-
being.

HUMAN MOTIVATIONAL ALTRUISM

Before addressing this most difficult residue of the altruism par-
adox, it is necessary to turn briefly to remaining definitional prob-
lems. Undoubtedly much of our helping behavior is adaptively self-
serving in the long run, or only marginally more bio-altruistic in
its material consequences than optimizing inclusive fitness would
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dictate. Modestly expensive prosocial acts invite cynical interpre-
tations if the prepotency of egocentrism is always assumed. And
where prosocial traits occasionally lead to acts that do incur se-
rious cost/risk penalties, such effects will often not have been fully
anticipated (as with much self-sacrificial impulsive emergency
helping or heroism in warfare). Yet such acts are sometimes both
deliberate and supererogatory—going beyond moral duties laid
down by normative cultural expectations. These cases will often
not be readily intelligible in terms of cultural pressures manipu-
lating us into sacrificing fitness. And to invoke self-deceptions or
conscious psychologically hedonistic motives as the norm for such
examples must require very good evidence.

Definitions themselves will not settle whether we can ever fully
transcend facades and distortions in our consciously prosocial con-
duct. But the problem of what to count as “altruism” is difficult
for psychology as well as for sociobiology—since most theorists
are reluctant to define it such that it can violate reinforcement
principles by yielding neither material nor subjective payoffs to
the altruist (Krebs 1987). In broad accord with ordinary language,
I shall take an authentically altruistic act to be any intentionally
prosocial behavior likely to benefit its recipient, where the agent
has primarily altruistic motivation. An altruistic motive refers only
to intended goals, and embodies an active commitment to the needs
and interests of the recipient—typically motivated by feelings of
sympathy. Such efforts do not have to be successful in every case.
And as in similar formulations, like “‘regard for the good of another
person for his own sake” (Blum 1980, 9; cf. chapter 2; part 2 of
this volume), significant sacrifice of one’s own overall interests is
not necessarily entailed. So true altruism need not exclude con-
sequential personal benefits like praise, enhanced self-esteem,
avoiding guilt—or even material payoffs contributing directly to
inclusive fitness (Vine 1983). But on my account, nor is some an-
ticipation of personal payoffs precluded entirely.

The advantage of these definitions is to allow a motivational
continuum between ‘“‘pure’’ altruism and egoism, with mixed mo-
tives in between. Acts qualify as more or less altruistic so long as
concern for another’s interests is a sufficient goal to cause them—
making any awareness of benefits to the agent strictly superfluous.
Predominantly egoistic goals make helping into self-interested
pseudoaltruism. Yet ego-centered self-interest can still yield pro-
socially helpful conduct, and so differs from selfishness. I shall take
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the latter to be present when someone fails to show authentic
altruism or reciprocity where it is normatively appropriate. Giving
total priority to one’s own psychological or biological interests in
social contexts is virtually always selfish. But these distinctions
avoid giving pejorative connotations to “private self-interest”’—
the pursuit of one’s own satisfactions where there is no social rea-
son not to do so.

Moral cynics may claim that all apparent altruism is nothing
but disguised self-interest, because we simply repress our real dom-
inant motivations from consciousness by means of self-deception.
This assertion appears to be empirical. Yet like many categorical
“psychodynamic” claims, it offers us no means of falsification.
Without proof, it inherently denies the validity of those criteria
and tests whereby we normally do identify some—but not all—
apparent altruists as innocent of such masquerades. Otherwise it
is a point of logic that we are bound to do what we expect to yield
most subjective satisfaction; and this variant of hedonism only
makes sense as an empty tautology (e.g., Midgley 1978;). To accept
it only obfuscates the important difference between altruistic and
egocentric acts at the level of who is meant to benefit most from
them.

Whereas sociobiologists are typically only concerned about ac-
tual fitness-related costs and benefits of helping, these do not di-
rectly determine whether it should qualify as truly altruistic—even
if it is the most personally costly acts that accrue most moral merit.
Batson (1987) has made admirable efforts to clarify the possible
range of real motives for helping others, and to distinguish these
empirically between authentic altruism and pseudoaltruism given
that we can only infer another’s subjective motivations from verbal
and other behaviors. His theory attributes true altruism only where
other-directed sympathetic/empathic feelings, aimed at relieving
a victim’s distress, are sufficient to motivate helping. His experi-
ments show that this is distinguishable from acting to avoid per-
sonal distress at their suffering, and that in some persons and
contexts sympathy does dominate the latter as a source of giving
aid. But he has not as yet been able to rule out anticipated guilt
if personal norms of helping were not followed, nor the anticipated
satisfactions from being efficacious.

More seriously for the approach that I shall pursue below, Bat-
son dismisses all accounts that invoke tension-reduction goals—
including ones that become other directed through mental assim-
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times embraces other persons (including ones beyond our circles
of close kith and kin).

Capacities for self-awareness appear to develop universally, even
if self-system contents are culturally variable. We may assume that
our species genotype provides basic “open program’ instructions
to create a self-system, consciously monitors parts of our inner as
well as outer worlds, and attempts to direct social and other be-
haviors towards self-related ends that we envisage through our
minds’ eyes. Yet the forms and dynamics of our introspectible
selves are shaped within a powerful social nexus. As perhaps the
most schematically and flexibly preprogrammed feature of our
brains, we must expect much of the self-system'’s content to result
from the manipulative efforts of those near and dear to us—par-
ticularly in our early years. Complex casual interactions, between
what socializing agents expect and our own inborn ego-centered
desires, appear to set broad limits upon how far our self-mediated
social motives are likely to expand beyond ego concerns. But the
key issue concerns the basic means by which any self can come to
identify with others at all. It is when we do this, and accept their
interests as our own, that our self-governed intentions somehow
direct the bodily ego to act on behalf of what others want for and
from us—or even what we think they want for themselves.

The self-system’s fundamental “design features” will be adapted
for coping with the hunting-and-gathering lifestyle and socioecol-
ogy of our hominid ancestors. If we can extrapolate from what we
know from palaeontology and from remaining hunter-gatherer so-
cieties, they lived a semi-nomadic life in predominantly coopera-
tive, fairly egalitarian, quite stable, and somewhat inbred bands
of typically a few dozen persons. In this adaptive context, ties of
kinship and friendship would have overlapped; the need to share
activities and the lack of privacy made for high social intimacy
and susceptibility to group pressure; and conditions were ideal for
the spread of genes facilitating reciprocity dispositions (e.g., Triv-
ers 1971). I have hypothesized that a socially molded self-system
evolved as a valuable means for regulating the complex require-
ments of direct and eventually indirect reciprocity in advanta-
geously flexible ways (Vine 1987). And as Hallowell (1959) first
argued, subjective self-objectification allowed social systems to be-
come normative moral orders, such that a new, rapid, symbolic-
cultural mode of adaptation and evolution could transform our
history.
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For such claims to be appreciated, the source, nature, and es-
sential functional uses of self-awareness need to be identified. We
remain very far from anything but the most elementary and ten-
tative understanding of the relations between our self-systems and
our organic structures, or from a definitive account of how aware-
ness and related behavioral functions did evolve. Even so, there is
already far more theorizing and suggestive evidence than I can do
justice to here (Alexander 1987; Barkow 1989; Byrne and Whiten
1988; Crook 1980, 1988; Humphrey 1983, 1986). It is apparent that
self-system properties do play important roles in our own inten-
tionally goal-directed social acts—including substantially bio-
altruistic ones directed well beyond the boundaries of our primary
groups. But we must first ask how “knowing their own minds”
would have enhanced fitness for our more distant hominid an-
cestors.

My interpretation draws particularly upon Humphrey's in-
sights, although with some conceptual refinements and extensions.
We are virtually obliged to credit the higher primates with quite
rich cognitive capacities—allowing that they use mental models,
maps, plans, and expectancies in at least a rudimentary way
(Walker 1983). Most of these powers may well not be exercised
consciously. But it is plausible to assume that their subjective
experience extends at least to conscious sentience—understood
here as awareness of sensations like pains and bodily pleasures,
and of affective and volitional states of immediate desire or aver-
sion. Humphrey's thesis argues that the everyday demands of cop-
ing with their physical environments only require other primates
to deploy relatively routinized, mechanistic forms of problem solv-
ing—well below the levels of reasoning some show on laboratory
tasks. Their creative intelligence is normally only used to improve
social prediction skills; and its extent sets limits on the richness
of their social life.

The central claim is that self-awareness was a vital evolutionary
innovation for enhancing social anticipation and manipulation of
others’ social moves. Thereby, our rather puny earliest ancestors
were able to flourish in demanding and dangerous savannah en-
vironments. Being self-aware was initially useful for doing ‘“‘nat-
ural psychology’—using self-knowledge of how one would react
personally to some situation as a basis for predicting others’ actions
from their assumed private feelings and dispositions. The adaptive
advantage accrues because in a complex, dynamic social nexus of
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manipulative individuals, every second can count in many types
of encounters. Success in exploitative deception, resisting manip-
ulation, or avoiding incidentally disruptive social interference with
one’s own goal seeking can all be enhanced through superior pre-
dictive skills. But so can the formation of flexible and productive
social alliances. The complex possibilities for “plot and counter-
plot” in multiway interactions within groups are vast. In familiar
situations with familiar individuals, past behavioral experience
may permit mechanistic forms of prediction. But with somewhat
fluid group membership, and novel environmental demands and
affordances, self-aware individuals could do better than this. In
fact as well as theory, “Machiavellian apes’” (Byrne and Whiten
1988) can act as if they are deploying empathic role-taking skills
to imagine a social scene from another’s perspective, then attribute
to others what they would themselves perceive, feel, and intend in
such situations.

The most primitive form of self-consciousness can be called an
ego awareness. It involves some kind of mental access to a cross-
modal sensory, and affective, model of one’s bodily ego. But this
may include unseen features—implying that one can envisage one’s
ego from an outside observer’s standpoint. And there is experi-
mental evidence for such “self-recognition’” in how chimpanzees
react to their own mirror images—providing that they have not
been reared in social isolation (Gallup 1977). Human infants’ ca-
pacities in such tests begin to develop steadily from late in their
first year (Bertenthal and Fischer 1978), although awareness of
enduring mental self-attributes starts appreciably later and de-
velops slowly (Damon and Hart 1982). And making correct mental
attributions to others requires both coordinating ego’s own sensory
outlook with theirs, and then linking personal inirospections with
inferences about the internal states of other egos. In effect this
implies that both ego and self must be discerned as social entities
by comparison and contrast with other egos and selves (Mead
1913).

Given the relative privacy of others’ subjective experiences (es-
pecially in the absence of language), an individual must make an
assumptive leap of faith that similar stimulus conditions yield
similar kinds of awareness in other minds as well. Idiosyncratic
variability not withstanding, this is a sound first approximation
precisely because even “unrelated” members of a species will have
essentially similar genomes and developmental histories—ensur-
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ing that members’ brains do indeed function on very similar prin-
ciples. Role-taking skills imply a capacity to locate others on a
mental map of one’s immediate socioecological environment. But
that map must be naturally centered upon one’s own bodily ego
and include this—which requires awareness of self. Anticipating
another’s social moves before they are made requires the mental
skill to reorient the map at will, imagining how another individual
could occupy its center and look out towards oneself.

If the same genes favoring acquisition of relevant introspective/
projective capacities could simultaneously predispose one to as-
sume a “‘theory of mind”’ whereby differing subjective experiences
depend simply upon viewpoints, then a basis for primitive inter-
subjective understanding would be developmentally secured. Yet
as Crook (1988, 399) points out, to be effective in this sphere, “‘em-
pathic sensitivity to another must...be distinguishable from ex-
periences of self.” Role taking must feel different from direct
experience—in a way that avoids intersubjective confusions of self
and other—if it is to serve rather than impede inclusive fitness.
The mechanism remains obscure—but in the human case at least,
one’s own perceptions, affective reactions, and volitions do nor-
mally have a special feeling quality (as well as being more vivid).

This quality is very difficult to specify or measure, but may
reveal why adaptive “mind reading” has to involve subjective per-
sonal awareness. Self-consciousness has a peculiar property, cap-
tured in James's (1962 [1892]) distinction between “I"’ and ““me’’—
the self as agent and knower, versus the self as patient or known
object of experience. One’s “I-self” aspect cannot become a focus
of attention without becoming objectified as a “me-self,” yet is
normally present in peripheral awareness when we are almost fully
engrossed in outer-directed activities. In envisaging others’ mental
states while making plans with reference to how those egos are
represented on one’s social map, such empathically vicarious ex-
periences need to be tagged with their actual owners’ identities
rather than one’s own. The phenomenology of experience seems to
suggest that this is possible because only one’s own ego-bound
mental states can be felt directly or recreated with any I-self aspect
present. The experiences of others can only be imagined in an
objectified form, corresponding to the me-self aspect of reflecting
upon personal experiences.

The private sense of self as an enduring, distinct subject and
intentional agent cannot be studied directly with objective empir-
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ical methods. Indirect evidence suggests that awareness of ego’s
physical powers emerges clearly in the second year (Kagan 1981)—
while knowledge that different egos can experience the same event
differently is said to emerge somewhat later (Hoffman 1981). And
the full capacity to relate together awareness of self as agent and
of self as object may not be reached until after puberty. While
many questions remain, it does seem clear that doing natural psy-
chology reliably is demanding, and relies upon slowly acquired
skills of social cognition. Children lack sensitivity to the nuances
of awareness that ensure that social planning involving mind read-
ing is never undermined by confusions between their own view-
points and feelings and those vicarious experiences that they must
attribute to others’ egos. This is why they will often be very sus-
ceptible to social manipulation by adults, at the fundamental level
of how one comes to define various self-attributes, self-goals, and
sources of self-esteem feelings. And I shall shortly argue that the
elasticity of early self-conceptions, and their vulnerability to self/
other “confusions,” is the key to socializing individuals into a va-
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