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Introduction 

In 1918, George Herbert Palmer, Professor Emeritus of Natural Religion, Moral 

Philosophy, and Civil Polity at Harvard, gave eight lectures about altruism at the Union 

Theological Seminary in New York. In these lectures, Palmer described altruism as ‘one 

of the most fundamental, familiar, and mysterious of all the virtues’.1 It says something 

very essential about altruism that Palmer’s depiction is as valid today as it was a hundred 

years ago, not that there has been any lack of research into the subject in all that time. 

Since the 1960s especially, there has been a growing interest in altruism and concepts 

related to it such as cooperation, reciprocity, and empathy. The two main approaches to 

the topic have been psychological and biological: psychologists and other researchers in 

the human sciences have focused on empathy and motivational states, while biologists – 

especially evolutionary researchers – have drawn on the theories of inclusive fitness (kin 

selection), reciprocal altruism, and others which ultimately derive from a mixture of 

these. In addition to these major players, in what is understandably a pluralistic research 

field, there have been philosophical, theological, political, anthropological, and various 

new age/spiritualist discussions on altruism. There is now, for instance, even an edited 

volume devoted to ‘pathological altruism’.2  

 

The term ‘altruism’ was coined by the French philosopher August Comte in the mid-19th 

century. Comte wanted to replace the Christian concepts of caritas (charity) and agape 

(love) by promoting a secular and empiricist conception of ethics. Central to his idea of 

altruism was ‘other-regarding behaviour’ – behaviour or action that promotes the interests 

of other people. The root word of altruism is the Italian altrui, which means ‘of others’ 

or ‘to others’. For Comte, morality signified the triumph of altruism over egoism, and he 

traced the origins of altruism to the social feelings of animals. He did not claim that 

altruistic sentiments are stronger than egoistic passions, but he believed that, as a social 
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skill or capacity, altruism could be strengthened through education. As a result, he also 

believed this capacity had gradually evolved so that, within his own lifetime, humans had 

become more able to use their intellect for the benefit of others.3 Comte talked about 

altruistic instincts and ‘ranked his own discovery of the innateness of altruistic instincts 

alongside the Copernican discovery of the motion of the earth as one of the two most 

important findings of modern science’.4  

 

 

Since Comte’s time, altruism has become firmly entrenched in the everyday language. In 

the most general terms, it refers to the concern for another person’s welfare without any 

(tangible) benefit to one’s self. Yet, despite the fact that much attention has been devoted 

to the topic since the 1960s, a scientific study of altruism is still anything but simple. As 

the psychologist Helena Koppel puts it, ‘there has been, thus far, no general consensus as 

to what exactly altruism is, how it comes about, or how to best study it’.5 For a critical 

investigator, discussions on the nature of altruism appear to be laden with assumptions 

that are taken for granted, concepts that are confused, and – at the very least – radically 

divergent ideas about what exactly altruism is.  

 

In this chapter, the conceptual history of altruism (since the 1960s) is examined within 

the framework of evolutionary and psychological ideas and theories, with an emphasis 

on the relationship between genetic and environmentalist approaches to altruism. Our 

historical approach to the knowledge production surrounding altruism as a concept is 

three-fold. Firstly we examine the evolutionary approach to altruism, especially the 

influential behavioural and genetic theories of William Hamilton, Robert Trivers, and 

others. We then turn to psychological and environmental explanations of altruism, which 

focus on the altruistic personality and the issues of empathy and motivation. In the final 

section, we discuss anthropological and historical studies in which the so-called ultimate 

and proximate explanations of cooperation and goodness (or competition and selfishness) 

are in the foreground. In all these sections, we examine how the researchers defined and 

explained altruism and how they described the respective importance of genetic, 

psychological, and environmental factors to altruism. 
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Altruism in the history of biology 

Evolutionary approaches to altruism can be clarified by distinguishing between proximate 

(‘how’) and ultimate (‘why’) explanations. Indeed, these are central to modern 

evolutionary biology, behavioural ecology, and evolutionary psychology.6 Proximate 

explanations concern the immediate environmental and situational factors that trigger 

certain behaviours, as well as the underlying psychological and physiological 

mechanisms that make them possible. Meanwhile, ultimate explanations explore why 

these behaviours and their associated psychological dispositions exist in the first place by 

looking for a possible evolutionary function – for instance, why a certain trait or 

behavioural tendency might have been advantageous in survival and reproductive terms, 

and thus favoured by natural selection. Biologists and other evolutionary researchers are 

more interested in ultimate causes, whereas psychologists and social scientists typically 

study proximate causes. These different levels of analysis are often set against each other, 

but they should instead be seen as complementary, as both kinds of questions and answers 

are equally important for understanding the various manifestations of such complex social 

behaviours as altruism. 

 

Altruism can be defined either by its intention or its consequences. Evolutionary 

biologists and animal behaviourists usually study the latter and define altruism as a 

behaviour which is beneficial to the recipient and costly to the actor – in terms of 

consequences for their survival and reproduction.7 The technical term used to describe 

these consequences is fitness, which roughly speaking means the lifetime reproductive 

success of an individual. Charles Darwin was particularly puzzled by the occurrence of 

self-sacrificing behaviour in nature. According to his theory of evolution by natural 

selection, heritable traits promoting survival and reproductive success in individuals tend 

to accumulate in populations over many generations, whereas traits reducing this success 

tend to disappear.8 And yet Darwin saw ample examples of behaviours across many 

species – including humans – in which individuals act in self-sacrificing ways, sometimes 

                                                 
6
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risking their lives on the behalf of others. How could natural selection favour and 

maintain such behavioural tendencies? This was, for Darwin, ‘a special difficulty’, and 

potentially fatal to his whole theory.9 To solve this puzzle, Darwin suggested that in some 

special cases natural selection acted on a higher level than the individual, favouring traits 

that benefit larger units, such as groups or communities. Here, Darwin was thinking 

especially of social insects (such as ants, bees, and wasps – where worker castes are 

sterile), as well as early human groups where our fundamental altruistic and moral 

tendencies evolved.10 Later on, this idea came to be called ‘group selection’, and disputes 

over its relevance have continued to this day.11 

Kinship as the key to altruism  

After Darwin, it took nearly a century before a scientific breakthrough in the evolutionary 

study of altruism was made. In 1964, the young British biologist William D. Hamilton 

published his groundbreaking ‘genetical theory of altruism’.12 Hamilton’s key insight was 

that when examining the evolution and manifestation of altruism we must turn our gaze 

from the individuals who perform altruistic acts to the genes that code for these 

behaviours. He realised that organisms do not only pass their genes on to the next 

generation via their own offspring, but also through helping those individuals that they 

share genes with via a common ancestor. Hence natural selection may favour altruistic 

traits or behaviours – or rather, genes that code for these traits or behaviours – when the 

benefits conferred to close kin exceed any costs suffered by the actor. 

 

Hamiltonian kin selection is thus the process by which traits are favoured due to their 

beneficial effects on the fitness of close relatives, and his theory predicts that altruism is 

more likely to occur when individuals are closely related.13 But because helping close 

                                                 
9
 Ibid., 236. 
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 Ibid.; Darwin, Descent of Man. 
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 Borrello, Evolutionary Restraints. 
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 Hamilton, ‘Evolution of social behaviour’. For more on Hamilton’s life and work, see Segerstråle, 

Nature’s Oracle. 
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 The key factor here is the degree of relatedness (r), which is the probability that two individuals share a 

copy of the same gene. In all sexually reproducing species, individuals inherit half of their genetic material 

from each parent. Between parents and offspring and between full siblings, r = 0.5, which means that they 

share 50% of their genes. Between grandparents and grandchildren, between half siblings and between 

aunts/uncles and nieces/nephews, r = 0.25, which amounts to 25% of shared genes. Between first cousins 

and between grandparents and great-grandchildren, r = 0.125, and so on. The degree of relatedness 

decreases rapidly as genetic distance increases, making altruism more unlikely to occur. For a discussion 

 



5 

 

relatives promotes the spread of copies of one’s own genes, some researchers prefer to 

call this form of altruism ‘nepotism’. As such, kin selection theory is not only a biological 

theory of altruism, but also a major extension to our understanding of how natural 

selection works. In effect, it means traits are selected in the evolutionary process because 

they not only promote the survival and reproductive success of the individual who carries 

these traits (direct fitness), but also for close relatives who carry copies of the individual’s 

genes (indirect fitness). Traits or genes are thus selected and spread in a population when 

they increase an individual’s inclusive fitness, which is the sum of both their direct and 

indirect fitness.14 Hamilton’s work thus had a number of implications: (i) it laid the 

foundations for a gene-centred view of evolution that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s; 

(ii) it had a huge impact on the study of sociality and altruism in animals; and (iii) it 

provided the basis for a biological theory of human family and kin relationships.15  

 

In humans, kin recognition rests on environmental cues and the emotional mechanisms 

activated by them. Human beings are disposed to treat each other as close relatives if they 

have shared the same household during the childhood of one or both of the parties 

involved, as is usually the case with parents and offspring and with siblings.16 For the 

same reason, adoptive parents become emotionally and altruistically attached to their 

child although they are not genetically related. Similarly, non-siblings who are raised in 

the same household are likely to treat each other as close relatives, and siblings who have 

not been in close contact with each other are less likely to do so even if they are aware of 

their biological bond.17 Altruism between close kin is often mediated by emotions such 

as attachment and sympathy, and these psychological dispositions serve as the proximate 

mechanisms through which kin altruism occurs. The fact that individuals who are not 

genetic kin can become ‘psychologically’ kin shows that family and kin relationships 

form as a result of the interaction of biological, psychological, and environmental factors.  

 

                                                 
of common misunderstandings of Hamilton’s theory, see Dawkins, ‘Twelve misunderstandings of kin 

selection’. 
14

 West, Griffin & Gardner, ‘16 common misconceptions’, 232–233. 
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 Dugatkin, Cooperation among Animals; Kappeler & Schaik, Cooperation in Primates and Humans; 

Salmon & Shackelford, Evolutionary Family Psychology; Segerstråle, Defenders of the Truth. 
16

 Westermarck, History of Human Marriage; Lieberman, Tooby & Cosmides, ‘Does morality have a 

biological basis’. 
17

 Rotkirch, ‘Evolutionary family sociology’, 456; Price, ‘Cooperation and behavioural biology’, 79. 
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Finally, it is worth noting that altruism can spread via kin selection even when individuals 

do not recognise each other as relatives, as is often the case among animals. If the 

offspring of the same parents continue to live in proximity to one another, altruism may 

be directed towards relatives without the ability to distinguish kin from non-kin. This 

mechanism of limited dispersal increases the genetic relatedness of individuals within a 

population and may also have contributed to the evolution of altruism among larger 

groups in ancestral human environments.18 

Reciprocity and altruism beyond kinship 

A second fundamental explanation for the evolution of altruism is reciprocity. The key 

figure here is the American evolutionary biologist Robert Trivers. Inspired by the work 

of Hamilton in the late 1960s, Trivers became intrigued by the well-known fact that 

humans and some other animals display altruistic behaviours with other than close kin, 

and this could not be explained by kin selection.19 Indeed, as Trivers noted, biological 

kinship would only seem to be relevant to certain forms of human altruism. 

Humans routinely help each other in times of danger (for example, accidents, 

predation, and attacks from other human beings). We routinely share food, we help 

the sick, the wounded, and the very young. We routinely share our tools, and we 

share our knowledge in a very complex way.20 

To highlight his broader perspective, Trivers went on to define altruism as ‘behavior that 

benefits another organism, not closely related, while being apparently detrimental to the 

organism performing the behavior, benefit and detriment being defined in terms of 

contribution to inclusive fitness’.21 Trivers’ solution was that altruism between non-kin 

could evolve when the costs suffered by the actor are compensated by benefits in return. 

He called this ‘reciprocal altruism’, which in its most basic form can be summed up by 

the idiom ‘you scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours’. Altruistic dispositions can thus 

be selected for when individuals are capable of recognising each other and when they 

preferentially help those who have helped them in the past.22 Trivers’ theory also predicts 

                                                 
18

 Hamilton, ‘Evolution of social behaviour’. 
19

 Trivers, ‘Evolution of reciprocal altruism’; Trivers, Natural Selection and Social Theory, 5–7. 
20

 Trivers, Social Evolution, 386. 
21

 Trivers, ‘Evolution of reciprocal altruism’, 35. 
22

 In evolutionary game theory, this behavioural strategy and its variants are known as tit for tat, in which 

an individual cooperates when the other party also cooperates, but stops if the other party defects. It is an 

evolutionary stable strategy, meaning that alternative strategies cannot be selected and spread in 

populations where tit for tat is prevalent. Hamilton & Axelrod, ‘Evolution of cooperation’. 
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that altruism is more likely to occur when the benefits to the recipient are high and the 

costs to the actor are low. Consequently, the reciprocal exchange of services and 

resources may produce obvious fitness benefits for both parties and thus be favoured in 

the context of natural selection.  

 

As reciprocal altruism involves a time delay between altruistic acts, such forms of 

cooperation are relatively rare in nature.23 Cooperation among animals is very often 

mutualistic, which means that favours and services are either exchanged simultaneously 

or animals act in a synchronised way for immediate mutual benefit (to catch prey or drive 

away predators, for example). However, our closest primate relatives, chimpanzees, 

practice reciprocity in exchange for grooming, food, and antagonistic support.24 There is 

a wide consensus among evolutionary biologists, behavioural ecologists, and 

evolutionary psychologists that reciprocity has played a major role in the evolution of 

altruism and cooperation among humans.25 

 

Trivers’ work proved to be significant because it provided a detailed evolutionary 

interpretation of the emotional system underlying altruistic behaviour in humans. Trivers 

suggested that much of our reciprocal interactions and relationships are structured by 

emotional dispositions, such as affection for friends, gratitude, trust, sympathy, suspicion, 

moralistic aggression, and guilt. The ultimate evolutionary function of these emotional 

tendencies is to motivate us to form and maintain cooperative social relationships, and to 

simultaneously protect us from being exploited by others.26 For Trivers, humans cannot 

be simply split into altruists and non-altruists. It is more the case that each of us possesses 

both altruistic and egoistic tendencies, the manifestations of which depend substantially 

on our environmental and social conditions. The extent to which people act altruistically 

and cooperate is thus contingent upon how they perceive the prevalence of altruistic and 

cheating tendencies in others within their social environment. This requires there to be 

developmental and phenotypic plasticity in our ability to cooperate, by which Trivers 

                                                 
23

 Dugatkin, Cooperation among Animals; Clutton-Brock, ‘Cooperation between non-kin’. 
24

 Brosnan & de Waal, ‘Proximate perspective on reciprocal altruism’; Silk, ‘Cooperation in primate 

groups’; Schino & Aureli, ‘Reciprocal altruism in primates’. 
25

 Hammerstein, Evolution of Cooperation; Kappeler & van Schaik, Cooperation in Primates and Humans; 

Sussman and Cloninger, Altruism and Cooperation. 
26
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meant that environmental factors have a significant impact on how altruistic and cheating 

tendencies will develop in each person.27 

 

Because reciprocal altruism is, in fact, beneficial to both parties, some theorists have 

found the ‘altruism’ in this term redundant and misleading, preferring alternative terms 

such as ‘cooperation’ or ‘reciprocity’.28 As in evolutionary thinking in general, it is useful 

at this point to distinguish between the process by which traits may be selected and the 

product – the manifestation of altruistic behaviour which potentially reduces the actor’s 

fitness. In other words, although the evolution of altruism via reciprocity has required the 

compensation of costs by return-benefits, this process may have produced behavioural 

tendencies which make people act altruistically (in the biological sense of the term) in 

different situations. 

Indirect reciprocity and group selection 

A third mechanism widely recognised as contributing to the evolution of altruistic 

dispositions among humans is indirect reciprocity. Whereas the direct reciprocity 

discussed above concerns two-party interactions, the model of indirect reciprocity, as 

developed by the American zoologist Richard D. Alexander in the late 1970s and 1980s, 

emphasises that the return benefits of altruistic acts may also come from others than the 

individual aided. Indirect reciprocity is based on third-party reactions, and many 

evolutionary researchers believe that it is likely to have been a strong selective force as 

individuals prefer to cooperate with helpful partners.29 For most of our evolutionary 

history, humans have lived in small-scale communities where social interactions occur 

‘in the presence of interested audiences – groups of individuals who continually evaluate 

the members of their society as possible future interactants’. Reputation and status are 

central to indirect reciprocity, and it ‘results in everyone in a social group continually 

being assessed and reassessed’ on the basis of how they interact with others.30 The 

evolution of altruistic dispositions may also have occurred through punishment by third 

parties. To be excluded from the help of other members of the social group is potentially 

                                                 
27

 Ibid., 53.  
28

 West, Griffin & Gardner 2007, ‘Social semantics’. 
29

 Alexander, Biology of Moral Systems; Nowak and Sigmund, ‘Dynamics of indirect reciprocity’: Nowak 

and Sigmund, ‘Evolution of indirect reciprocity’. 
30
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very costly in an environment where individuals know each other and trade information 

about free-riding deviants and failures to reciprocate.31  

 

Until the late 1960s, it was common for biologists to think that natural selection has 

produced adaptations for the good of the group or the species. A famous case in point is 

the British zoologist V.C. Wynne-Edwards, who argued in his book, Animal Dispersion 

in Relation to Social Behaviour, that various altruistic behaviours have evolved because 

groups consisting of cooperative and self-sacrificing individuals have been more 

successful than groups of selfish individuals.32 This kind of ‘old’ group selection thinking 

encountered strong theoretical and empirical criticism during the 1960s and 1970s.33 The 

new consensus was that, while selection at the group or population level is possible in 

theory, it requires such exceptional circumstances that, in practice, the influence of 

natural selection is much stronger at the individual level of genes.  

 

Since the 1990s, however, ‘new’ group selection theories, commonly known as 

‘multilevel selection’, have gained ground in the biological discussions on altruism. The 

key idea is that natural selection operates at different levels in the biological hierarchy, 

from genes and individuals, to groups and populations – the relative significance of which 

will vary according to conditions.34 Today, there is a heterogeneous set of approaches 

seeking to demonstrate the relevance of group selection for the evolution and maintenance 

of altruism, including gene-culture coevolution and the laboratory experiments of 

behavioural economics.35 Key controversies revolve around the question of whether there 

are patterns of human altruism that cannot be explained as products of kin selection, 

reciprocity and other forms of mutually beneficial cooperation, or indirect reciprocity. As 

the British biologist Stuart West and his colleagues have noted, the reason that most 

evolutionary biologists continue to rely on these traditional approaches is that the new 

multilevel selection models are mathematically consistent with models based on inclusive 

fitness. They are, in a way, two sides of the same coin and simply offer different ways of 

                                                 
31

 Boehm, Moral Origins; Wrangham, Goodness Paradox. 
32

 Wynne-Edwards, Animal Dispersion. 
33

 Williams, Adaptation and Natural Selection; Maynard-Smith, ‘Group selection’; Dawkins, Selfish Gene. 
34

 Sober & Wilson, Unto Others; Wilson & Wilson, ‘Rethinking the foundation of sociobiology’. 
35
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looking at the same evolutionary process. However, individual or gene-level approaches 

are usually regarded as more parsimonious and with them ‘it is usually easier to construct 

models, interpret the predictions, and then apply these to real biological cases’.36 

Therefore, Hamilton’s and Trivers’ theories continue to be central to the evolutionary 

study of human altruism. 

 

Psychological and social psychological approaches to altruism  

In contrast to evolutionary explanations of altruism, psychological approaches focus on 

the motivational aspect – on what makes us help other people voluntarily and 

altruistically, without asking for anything else in return. The psychology of altruism can 

be traced back to at least as far as English and Scottish moral philosophers of the 18th 

century – especially Francis Hutcheson, David Hume, and Adam Smith. Their 

understanding of morality and their very endeavour to create a ‘science of human nature’ 

was radical insofar as it disengaged ethical thinking not only from Christian tenets but 

from religion altogether.37 These thinkers discussed altruism in terms of ‘moral 

sentiments’, ‘sympathy’, ‘benevolence’, and ‘moral sense’ that have since become the 

focus of both empirical and theoretical psychology on the subject. Even today, 

psychological studies concerning altruism still focus on similar phenomena, even if the 

precise terms referring to them have changed. Most importantly, ‘empathy’ has become 

the key-term in modern moral (and developmental) psychology.38 

The Altruistic Personality 

In psychological studies of altruism, one of the main research topics is the role of empathy 

as a motivating force. Empathy refers to our ability to share and understand the emotions 

of others. Such emotional empathy is often distinguished from cognitive empathy (or 

perspective-taking), which means being able to understand other people’s situations and 

states of mind without necessarily empathising with their emotions.39 A number of 

pioneering studies on the development of morality in children have increased our 

understanding of the role of empathy (and sympathy) in altruistic behaviour. Key figures 

                                                 
36

 West, Griffin & Gardner, ‘Social Semantics’ (2007). See also West, Griffin & Garder, ‘Social semantics’ 

(2008). 
37

 Gill, British Moralists on Human Nature. 
38

 For a discussion on the differences between empathy and sympathy, see Slote, ‘Evolution of feeling’. 
39
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in this field include Jean Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg, and Martin Hoffman. One of the 

most influential examples of this emphasis on empathy in the field, is The Altruistic 

Personality (1988) by Pearl and Samuel Oliner, which recounted their large-scale study 

of those who rescued Jews during the Holocaust. It was based on questionnaires, standard 

psychological tests, and interviews with 406 people who had rescued Jews in Nazi 

Europe. In addition, a group of controls (non-rescuers) and rescued survivors were 

interviewed – altogether almost 700 people. For the past 30 years, the results of this 

project have inspired researchers to create a kind of psychological profile for the altruistic 

personality. 

 

The Oliners’ project can be seen as a follow-up to the famous study on the ‘authoritarian 

personality’ conducted by Theodor Adorno and his colleagues in the United States in the 

late 1940s.40 Whereas the Authoritarian Personality Study explored the psychological 

(and psychoanalytic) aspects of fascism and ethnocentrism, the goal of the Altruistic 

Personality Study was to discover the main characteristics of people who risked their lives 

to help Jews escape Nazism. An important criterion for determining who were rescuers 

was a total lack of external reward of any kind for their altruistic acts.41 

 

The Oliners described their study as rooted in a social psychological orientation that 

emphasises situational factors. Thus, instead of looking for either biological-genetic or 

individual-psychological explanations, they focused on the ways in which the ‘internal 

characteristics of actors as well as the external environments in which they find 

themselves influence each other’.42 With this situational explanatory framework they 

tried to find out how extremely risky decisions to help the Jews were affected by 

personality characteristics on the one hand, and external environmental conditions on the 

other. A crucial external condition, of course, was the Holocaust, which totally 

determined the fate of Jews who were living in the areas occupied by the Nazis. The 

Poles, Germans, Dutch, French, and Danish (among others) who rescued them were often 

conditioned by their environment insofar as they despised the Nazis for what they were 

doing – or at least strongly disapproved of their violent persecution of Jews. However, 
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 Adorno, Frenkel-Brunwik, Levinson & Sanford, Authoritarian Personality. 
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only seventeen per cent of rescuers ‘focused on their hatred of Nazis as even one of their 

reasons for rescuing Jews’.43 Thus, hostility towards Nazis probably facilitated rescue but 

did not, in itself, provide a sufficient explanation of it.  

 

In the Altruistic Personality Study, the Oliners found one important characteristic in 

common among the majority of rescuers – they embraced universalistic ethics that 

emphasises the common humanity of all people. Consequently, regardless of their 

religious commitments, rescuers typically assessed Jews as fellow humans and rejected 

negative stereotypes of them. In the interviews, rescuers referred to the ‘whole human 

race’, and to humanity being ‘one great family’, as well as the need to ‘respect others’.44 

Their sphere of altruism was not constricted to their relatives, their own community or 

even their own nationality or ethnicity. On the contrary, they believed that moral values 

should be applied universally, and that all human beings are intrinsically valuable. For 

one group of rescuers, close contacts with Jews in their communities had sensitised them 

to the point that they were particularly distressed by anti-Semitic atrocities, such as 

Kristallnacht in 1938.45  

 

What also characterised rescuers was their greater receptivity to the needs of other people. 

Rescuers often attributed this receptivity to their upbringing: their parents had taught them 

to respect others and to treat people as individuals, not as members of groups, be they 

ethnic, religious, or political. Moreover, compared to the parents of non-rescuers, parents 

of rescuers seldom reverted to physical punishment, relying more often on reasoning.46 

In addition, the parents of rescuers rejected obedience as an important personality trait. 

Obviously, rescuers had internalised the importance of non-obedience, because to be 

obedient is to accept authoritarian rule. Instead, rescuers typically invoked a sense of duty 

and concerns for equality, empathy, and care as motives. What gave credibility to their 

attribution of such positive motives was that the ‘overwhelming majority (83%) of 

rescued survivors also believed that their rescuers were so motivated’.47  
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There is hardly any doubt about rescuers feeling empathy of some degree towards the 

Jews they helped, and still less doubt about their helping acts – they did help the Jews.48 

What, however, has been unclear to many psychologists is whether their motivation was 

genuinely altruistic or not.  

Implications of the Altruistic Personality Study: Two Viewpoints 

Two prominent psychologists who have thought about the implications of the Altruistic 

Personality Study are Martin Hoffman and Daniel Batson. Hoffman pays attention to 

what he calls ‘empathic anger’ – in his view, it is likely that feeling anger on behalf of 

others can lead to altruistic acts, such as rescuing Jews from Nazism.49 Since there were 

many non-rescuers who were also highly empathic, Hoffman suggests that anger could 

have been a contributing factor in the rescue of Jews. The non-rescuers may have avoided 

action during the Holocaust, either because they simply did not want to help or were 

afraid of the possibly lethal consequences of helping. Another motivating factor among 

rescuers discussed by Hoffman is the feeling of guilt – guilt over inaction in situations of 

glaring injustice in which individuals or groups are treated harshly by the authorities. In 

addition to the Altruistic Personality Study, Hoffman refers to the American sociologist 

Kenneth Keniston’s 1968 study of white civil rights activists, who referred to guilt as a 

key motive: ‘they would have felt guilty if they had done nothing because that would 

have allowed the Southern Black people’s victimization to continue’.50  

 

In Hoffman’s view, having an altruistic personality is not enough to guarantee that a 

person will necessarily help, especially when the costs of helping can be extremely high 

– as it was in the case of rescuing Jews during the Holocaust. Individuals who are willing 

to take such risks are not only empathic, they are also committed to universal moral 

principles that guide their actions – at times almost instinctively. In his important book 

that brings together the results of decades-long research on moral development, Hoffman 

suggests that (i) empathic morality is universal, (ii) rooted in evolution, and (iii) thus part 

of human nature. Empathic morality is ‘likely to promote prosocial behavior and 

discourage aggression in cultures guided by caring and most justice principles’. At the 

                                                 
48
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same time, it ‘can be destroyed by power-assertive childrearing, diminished by cultural 

valuing of competition over helping others, and overwhelmed by egoistic motives within 

the individual that are powerful enough to override it’. For this reason, empathic morality 

is fragile (‘the Holocaust did happen’) and it is ‘subject to biases that favor friends, 

relatives, and people similar to oneself’.51 

 

Like Martin Hoffman, psychologist Daniel Batson sees empathy as the necessary moral 

psychological foundation of altruism. His ‘empathy-altruism hypothesis’, presented in 

Altruism in Humans (2011), claims in its strongest form that ‘all motivation produced by 

empathic concern is altruistic’, while in its weaker form it ‘claims that empathic concern 

may produce other forms of motivation as well – e.g., egoistic motivation or moral 

motivation’.52 Batson himself supports the weaker form. In striking contrast to genetic-

evolutionary theories of altruism, Batson’s psychological theory does not refer to altruism 

in terms of either ‘helping’ or ‘heroic helping’. Instead, he argues that altruism ‘refers to 

a particular form of motivation, motivation with the ultimate goal of increasing another’s 

welfare’.53  

 

This is the crucial point of disagreement between Batson and the Oliners. In fact, Batson 

disagrees with all researchers who regard (heroic) helping as a basis for claiming that 

altruism exists, as he argues that even these ‘could have been motivated by self-benefit’.54 

Batson claims that if we only look at the behaviour and ignore the motivational aspects, 

we cannot adequately answer the crucial question of why do people (and animals) help 

each other, and sometimes at great personal risk? If we do not attempt to answer such a 

question, we not only give up the attempt to contribute to the ‘science of human nature’, 

we also fail to seek the ‘resources that might enable us to build a more humane society’.55  

 

It is from this motivational perspective that Batson criticises the Oliners’ Altruistic 

Personality Study – the Oliners do not adequately explore the why question.56 To Batson, 
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asking pre-identified altruists directly about their motives, as the Oliners did, is 

insufficient, because ‘there is no way to rule out non-material self-benefits such as 

anticipated guilt’. Batson is careful not to deny the possibility that a risky helpful act 

‘might be, at least in part, motivated by altruism’ but just the fact that these uncommon 

helpful acts do exist ‘does not rule out the possibility that benefiting the other was only 

an instrumental means to reach the ultimate goal of benefiting oneself’. In other words, 

we cannot assume that all seemingly helpful acts are altruistically motivated; Batson’s 

empathy-altruism hypothesis argues that ‘empathic concern produces altruistic 

motivation, not that it produces helping’.57 To Batson, motivation is the alpha and omega 

of altruism, but – if that is the case, then the puzzle remains – how can we ever be sure 

that an altruistic act is not motivated by selfishness? 

 

Compared to Hoffman, Batson’s stringent criteria for altruism makes him more critical 

of biological explanations for altruism. Even though both Hoffman and Batson 

acknowledge the importance of evolutionary biology, Batson is quite suspicious of 

Hamilton and Trivers’ theories being used to explain altruism in humans. True to his 

insistence on the importance of motivation, and on the primacy of nurture over nature, he 

does not see much value in the genetic explanations of altruism in humans, or even in 

higher mammals. Instead, he suggests that only ‘parental nurturance’ is a plausible 

impulse that could be genetically ‘hardwired’ and thus significant to a psychological 

theory of altruism.58 Hoffman, by contrast, acknowledges that Trivers’ theory of 

reciprocal altruism ‘is an important part of my argument for the evolution of empathy’.59  

 

It seems that whereas Hoffman gives credit to both ultimate and proximate explanations 

of empathy and altruism, Batson discounts them unless they illuminate why humans 

perform altruistic acts. In other words, Batson finds faults in the ‘ultimatist’ approaches 

of Hamilton, Trivers and other ‘neo-Darwinians’ (including the famous primatologist 

Frans de Waal), but he also has serious misgivings about what he calls the ‘proximatist’ 

approach of the Oliners, because it fails, in his opinion, to give a satisfactory explanation 

for the helping behaviour portrayed in their study.  
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The Oliners’ study has continued to play a significant part in more recent research on 

altruism, too: in 2010, social scientist Christopher J. Einolf published a study that ‘found 

empirical support’ for the Oliners’ theory that an extensive moral sense could be a cause 

of altruistic behaviour;60 while in 2013, psychologists Edwin E. Gantt, Jeffrey S. Reber, 

and Jordan D. Hyde severely criticised psychological research on altruism for neglecting 

the personal accounts of those who have actually helped others, instead looking for ‘some 

unconscious egoistic processes’ that supposedly reveal the real cause of their altruistic 

acts61 – yet in spite of this quest for a ‘real’ cause, altruism remained ‘just as “puzzling 

and problematic” today [2013], as it was 15 years ago, and as it was 15 years before 

then’.62  

 

But are the self-accounts of those who rescued Jews from the Holocaust, for example, 

fundamentally uninformative? If they had attributed their helping behaviour to selfish 

motivations, would Batson and others then regard their accounts as informative and 

reliable? If the answer to this question is ‘yes’, then the case is far from being closed and 

a serious discussion about the basic moral philosophical assumptions of psychologists 

should take place. 

 

The non-linear evolution of altruism research: biology, culture, and environment 

The Oliners emphasised the importance of situational factors in understanding altruism. 

These factors ‘are the immediate external environmental conditions over which the actor 

has no control but that nonetheless affect a decision’.63 The impact of external 

environments on human social behaviour is illustrated quite dramatically in the British 

anthropologist Colin Turnbull’s accounts of his field work with two ethnic groups in 

central Africa. In the 1950s, Turnbull lived with the Mbuti people (‘pygmies’) of the Ituri 

Forest in the northeast of the Congo. Deeply impressed by their culture and way of life, 

he wrote a Rousseau-like paean to the Mbuti that was published as The Forest People in 

1961. He paid particular attention to what he saw as the Mbutis’ profound spiritual-

existential relationship to their habitat, the Ituri Forest – in his view there was something 
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‘captivating’ in this relationship.64 He was also affected by their music, effortless 

cooperation and highly egalitarian social structure. It is almost as if Turnbull saw the 

forest as a protective Mother, who was nourishing, kind and friendly to its inhabitants, 

whereas the outside world was ‘open to greed and suspicion and treachery’.65 In short, he 

portrayed the Mbutis as living in total harmony with the Ituri Forest. 

 

In the 1960s, Turnbull continued his field work, but this time among another group of 

people in Central Africa, the Ik – a tribe of approximately ten thousand nomadic hunters 

living in Northern Uganda, close to Sudan and Kenya. The great difference between the 

Mbuti and the Ik was that the Ugandan government had displaced the Ik from their 

traditional mountain habitat, and forced them to become farmers. In Turnbull’s view, this 

change was disastrous to the Ik, who lacked experience and knowledge of farming, and 

who had to live in an area prone to flood and famine. As a result, they were on the brink 

of starvation when Turnbull was living among them – he spent the best part of 1965 and 

1966 with them. In his book, The Mountain People (1973), Turnbull’s portrait of the Ik 

is quite the opposite of his description of the Mbuti in The Forest People. While the tone 

in the latter was very sympathetic, in The Mountain People the atmosphere was 

Hobbesian and nightmarish. Turnbull’s experiences among the Ik appeared to be so 

shattering that he lost his belief in the ‘essential beauty and goodness of humanity’.66  

 

Turnbull’s list of things gone wrong in the life of the Ik is long and depressing: there is 

no sense of community, no cooperation (except for some traces of cooperative effort), no 

friendship, nothing resembling altruistic behaviour, not even social structure in the true 

sense of the term. What was the biggest shock to Turnbull was that family ties had been 

broken almost totally: parents did not care about their children, adults about their parents, 

husbands about their wives (and vice versa), or siblings about each other.67 To Turnbull, 

the Ik had become an un-social people, a people who ‘have dispensed with the myth of 

altruism’ and ‘replaced human society with a mere survival system’.68  
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Turnbull did his fieldwork among the Ik during particularly hard times. Due to two 

consecutive droughts, the Ik were having to rely on famine relief, which must have clearly 

affected their community. According to Turnbull, these extremely trying situational 

factors had detrimental effects on the fabric of their society, so much so that all vestiges 

of altruism and empathy had vanished and been replaced by extreme egoism and atomistic 

individualism. The measure of all was subsistence value, and their extremely 

individualistic and atomised lives were determined by the struggle for survival.69 

Turnbull suggests that, before they were forced to become farmers, the Ik, ‘much like 

other hunters and gatherers’, were ‘an easy-going, loosely organized people whose fluid 

organization enabled them to respond with sensitivity to the ever changing demands of 

their environment’.70 In short, radical changes in their environment and their livelihood 

had turned the Ik into a group of isolated individuals who were forced to play an utterly 

inhuman survival game.71  

 

One critic has claimed that Turnbull’s observations of Ik culture were at variance to those 

he and his colleagues had made in 1983.72 Indeed, it seems that Turnbull may have 

exaggerated the selfishness and weakness of kin altruism among the Ik.73 But even if his 

highly negative account is questionable, his claim about the disastrous effects of 

environmental change on the social fabric of the Ik appears to be correct. The larger 

implication of Turnbull’s contrasting accounts of the Mbuti and the Ik is that there is a 

correlational relationship between developments in the physical and social environment 

and the moral and psychological characteristics of communities, including the flourishing 

or exhaustion of empathy and altruism.74 

 

The impact of environmental and situational factors on the moral fibre of society is also 

addressed by the historian Christopher Browning in his famous study of Reserve Police 
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Battalion 101, a unit of German Order Police that was sent to Poland in 1942 to participate 

in the extermination of Jews. Using the official interrogations conducted in the 1960s of 

210 men from this unit as a source material, Browning was able to develop a profile of 

‘Ordinary Men’ who became ruthless killers. As Browning laconically puts it, 

‘[u]nknown men arrived, carried out their murderous task, and left’.75 What made this 

unit so interesting for Browning was that most of its members were not zealous Nazis but 

ordinary men, mostly middle-aged reservists from Hamburg. In Poland, they were 

ordered to kill the Jews, and the overwhelming majority (eighty to ninety per cent) of the 

men obeyed the order, ‘though almost all of them – at least initially – were horrified and 

disgusted by what they were doing’. Yet, to ‘break ranks and step out, to adopt overtly 

nonconformist behavior, was simply beyond most of the men’.76 By far the easiest 

decision was to obey orders and shoot the Jews, many of whom were women, children 

and the elderly. In total, the 500 men in Battalion 101 killed no less than 38,000 Jews 

between July 1942 and November 1943.77  

 

In addition to giving a chilly account of this ‘murderous task’, Browning makes an effort 

to explain the violent behaviour of ordinary Germans with reference to social psychology 

experiments that have investigated obedience to authority, especially Stanley Milgram’s 

famous experiment conducted in the early 1960s at Yale University.78 Browning suggests 

that his study of the atrocities committed by the Police Battalion ‘render considerable 

support to his [Milgram’s] conclusions, and some of his observations [regarding human 

inclination to obey the authorities] are clearly confirmed’.79 In a society ruled by the racist 

and extremely violent Nazi regime, and in the exceptional circumstances of war, mass 

murder became routine behaviour. In this situation, what was considered normal (e.g., to 

not kill anyone) had become abnormal, and vice versa – abnormality had become 

exceedingly normal.80 Browning’s poignant question at the end of the book is this: ‘[i]f 
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the men of Reserve Police Battalion 101 could become killers under such circumstances, 

what group of men cannot?’81  

 

Philosopher Paul A. Roth has discussed different explanations of perpetrator behaviour 

in the Holocaust. Emphasising the primacy of situational factors, he notes that such 

factors ‘emphasize the motivational primacy of exogenous factors, e.g. peer group 

pressures’ or ‘the pronouncements of presence of an authority’.82 The principal idea of 

such situationism is that, to a larger or smaller degree, human behaviour ‘becomes defined 

by situations’. Roth argues that the ‘primary source of personal stability is not one’s 

history, or one’s professed values, but rather the stability of circumstances in which one 

finds oneself. Vary the circumstances, the individual’s behavior will change’.83  

 

This argument is not only situationist, it is also behaviourist in that it sees the environment 

and the organism as essentially identical: if the social environment is strongly antisemitic 

and racist, then the individuals (organisms) living in this environment tend to act in 

accordance with, or at least conform to, racist and antisemitic tenets. For students of 

altruism, the question of situational factors cuts across the nature/nurture dichotomy and 

brings the interplay between ultimate (evolutionary) and proximate (cultural or 

environmental) explanations to the foreground instead. One does not have to choose 

between evolutionary or psychological theories of altruism, nor cling to the idea that 

altruism can be explained simply by our genetic make-up determined by natural selection, 

nor to the idea that altruism need be seen only in the context of our upbringing, education, 

social organisation, and other sociocultural (situational) factors. In recent decades, several 

moral psychologists, anthropologists, and primatologists have combined evolutionary 

and socio-cultural perspectives in their study of morality and its evolution.84 This 

synthesis of multidisciplinary research seems to offer the most promising solution to the 

riddle of altruism. 
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Conclusion 

One of the main biological theorists of human kindness was the chemist and population 

geneticist George Price, who in 1967 moved from the United States to London to work 

with William Hamilton on the problem of altruism. Perplexed by the balance of 

cooperation and conflict that he saw characterising so much of life, he became interested 

in game theory and created the so-called Price equation that bears his name. Essentially, 

the Price equation shows mathematically how natural selection could work 

simultaneously on the gene, the individual, and groups of relatives. To Price, who had 

worked with the eminent behaviourist psychologist B.F. Skinner in the United States, the 

key to whether altruism or spite would evolve was the environment: if goodness was to 

flourish and altruism to become adaptive, kindness and cooperation needed to be 

recognised as important. In addition to creating the Price equation to explain the passing 

of traits from one generation to another, we could say that Price also created the ‘Price 

maxim’, which states (in the words of Oren Harman, the author of an intellectual 

biography of Price): 

Institutionalize cooperation and you kill competition; valorize self-interest and you 

penalize altruism. Virtue was already within us but needed to be helped along. 

Perhaps Skinner held a piece of truth after all: Create the right conditions and 

goodness would see the light.85 

Arguably, what continues to make the institutionalisation of cooperation a challenge is 

that, while norms and values conducive to altruism certainly have lip service paid to them, 

in reality it is self-interest and striving for individual success that count in modern 

competitive societies.86 At the same time, as moral psychologists, primatologists and 

anthropologists are keen to point out, humans are thoroughly social creatures who have a 

natural inclination to cooperate and show empathy to others. This dual nature ensures that 

altruism will certainly remain on the research agenda for years to come. 
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