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Altruism, Egoism and Dehumanization:
The Denial of Empathy

Abstract: To understand altruism, cooperation and egoism in the con-
text of our evolution it is necessary to understand the nature of attach-
ment formation between mother and child. However, the recent work
on altruism and cooperation has defined these behaviors in terms of
operations involving economic benefits, thereby negating the funda-
mental role that attachment formation and the resulting capacity for
empathy play in our lives and evolution. Since the denial of empathy
has political implications – namely positing the equating of cost/
benefit calculations and the glorification of profit as basic to under-
standing human nature – this essay aims at a correction.1

Kenneth Clark, whose research led to the Supreme Court's desegregation of public
schools in 19542, pointed in his 1980 American Psychological Association Pre-
sidential Address to the neglect of empathy in psychological research.3 What has
changed within the last decade is, that empathy itself is being denied as a factor in
interpersonal relationships. Much of the recent work on cooperation, altruism and
egoism does not even mention its existence. It seems as if the role of attachment
between mother and child as a key in the child's development of empathy is simply
missing in the current thinking concerning the nature of human motivation.

Attachment Behavior and Human Motivation

Recent articles on cooperation, altruism and selfishnes by Harsanyi & Selton (1988),
Fehr & Fischbacher (2003), Bowles (2004, 2006), Richerson & Boyd (2005), and
Gürerk et al. (2006), as well as work by Boyd (2006), Henrich (2006), Henrich et al.
(2006), and the review by Wilson (2007), define these behaviors in terms of
operations involving economic benefits. The design of these experiments is such,
that participants will either opt for a free-ride provided by the contributions of other
participants or try to avoid punishment. The incentives for behavior leading to
cooperation or to selfish solutions are thus perceived in terms of monetary gain or
loss. Cooperative behavior is seen as a function of sanctions, helping others as
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reducing "fitness" 4, and that natural selection implies competition.5 The underlying
assumption is, that the incentives for behavior leading to cooperation are funda-
mentally motivated by considerations of gain or loss. The question of empathy as a
factor in altruistic, cooperative or egoistic behavior is never considered; nor is the
role of attachment between mother and child as a key to understanding human
motivation.

The experimental games used in the cited studies reduce the possibilities of
seeing human behavior in its fullest context since they narrow by definition co-
operation to avoiding punishment. What humane development is about is thereby
blocked off from sight. David Ingleby, at that time at the London School of Eco-
nomics, wrote in his "Ideology and the Human Sciences" 6 that scientists perhaps
unconsciously "present a model of man which dehumanizes him in the same way
that their own society does; which obscures rather than clarifies the way in which
that society's goals are mediated by the individual, and attempts to reify its values
under the disguise of a spurious objectivity". The notion that human evolutionary
history is characterized by different lines of hominoids having eradicated others may
well be a reflection of values and interests of observers that are based on the nature
of comparatively recent developments in the social order of our own lives.7 As
Galbraith noted, "(we) continue to assume that economic conditions must be the
dominant influence on social thought and action".8

The Role of Empathy

Human behavior cannot be isolated from the context of its development. That con-
text includes of course the cultural setting within which that development occurs and
which will reinforce or hinder the developments we are capable of. In claiming to
objectify altruistic behavior a kind of magical trick is performed, that removes from
observation the elements of behavior revolving around the human capacity for
empathy.

However, human development and the ensuing nature of human beings cannot
be detached from the functions inherent in our right hemisphere which are involved
in the infant's ties to its mother and in the later attachment patterns of one adult to
another.9 Socially transmitted behavior has its origins in the attachment formation
between mother and child.10 Yet the role of attachment behavior as a key to human
history has not been considered of importance in this work on cooperation and ego-
ism.
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The Role of Attachment and Mothering in the Development of Cooperation

John Bowlby was one of the first to point to the importance of attachment behavior
between an infant and its nurturing caretaker for the formation of later social
behavior.11 Human newborns are particularly immature at birth from the point of
view of their development.12 Were the human neonate to have the time necessary to
attain the state of development of the newborn ape, the total gestation period of the
human would be some 21 months.13 This makes the caring behavior and responsive-
ness to the needs of the newborn during this precarious period of development most
crucial. Martha Welch proposes that the release of the anti-stress neuropeptide
secretin is furthered by intensive maternal nurturing.14 Since stress increases the
level of cortisol, a deficit in nurturing will result in a disregulation of the infant's
basal and reactive levels of this hormone.15 And when this process is accompanied
by the denial of the child's pain (that is, the mother/father responds to its pain with
coldness and/or punishment), then the capacity for empathy will be curtailed.16 And
when people are diminished in their ability to experience the pain of the other, em-
pathic behavior will be reduced. It is then that cooperation, rather than being a
matter of the heart, can become a function of purely economic and/or punishment
pressures.

The newborn's needs revolve around satiation of food, intake of liquids, re-
storation of muscular and nervous organisation, sleep and awakening from it with
restored energy, removal of tension, relaxation, and a generalised state of equi-
librium. "If," writes Ashley Montagu, "we define love, from a purely biological
standpoint, as the caring behavior that confers survival benefits, then these may be
regarded as neoteneous traits... We may therefore infer that no early population of
human beings could have survived had it not been for the dominant role that love
and cooperation played in holding them together."17 Cooperation is a function of this
early attachment behavior if – as Harlow and Harlow have shown for rhesus
monkeys18 – mothering has not been interfered with. On the other hand, inadequate
mothering produces individuals who in turn are abusive and perpetuate with their
offspring what their own experience has been. They thus create for their offspring a
world of danger. But when nurturing conditions are appropriate, humans as well as
chimpanzees acquire cooperative relationships and work purposively together to-
ward common goals.19 The positive expectations that develop in the neonate towards
its world are steered by diffuse as well as precise perceptions and rhythms. But such
a development comes about only when there is a readiness in the infant to turn
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towards its surrounding stimulus world.20 It is on the basis of such a positive
approach to the stimulus world that individual development and evolution have
taken their course and not on the basis of a fight for survival, as so much current
evolutionary theory proposes.21 This readiness to turn towards the surrounding world
is made possible from the beginning of life by the organism's capacity to approach
stimuli rather than withdraw from them. Withdrawal is often conditioned by in-
adequate mothering and results in defensiveness, destructiveness and reduction of
empathy.22 It is because of such reduction of empathy that domination and egoism
rather than cooperation become synonymous with "survival". For this reason
Schneirla made the point that domination reduces the psychological level of group
integrity and therefore does not contribute to the survival of the best.23 Societies
which give their infants the greatest amount of affection are characterized by low
infant physical pain, low religious activity, a low rate of theft and negligible or
absent killing, mutilating or torturing of the enemy.24 It is therefore the quality of the
infant's tie to its mother that determines its later attachment as adult to other adults.

Galt observes, "As an analytical statement and not simply a value judgment, it
may be said that from the standpoint of breadth of social organization and multi-
plicity of interindividual relationships a cooperative pattern represents the fuller
attainment of human psychological resources." 25 Factors such as personal gain and
domination "emphasize individualistic motivation (and therefore) represent only a
partial realization of group resources, on a lower psychological level, on which the
clash of different subgroup motivations increases intragroup conflict and promotes
tensions which make for social disorganization." 26

Studies with chimpanzees27 show that infrahuman primates plastically acquire
cooperative relationships under appropriate conditions, working purposely together
toward common goals. Dominance behavior, on the other hand, primarily egoistic in
its aim, has been seen as a primary explanatory factor in primate behavior. Yet it
appears only under conditions in which positive factors unifying group activity are
weak. Such conditions are brought about when weaning of the young occurs abrupt-
ly in mammals, thereby enforcing separation from family conditions. This in turn
determines the subsequent group behavior and the development of individual
aggressiveness. Thus, dominance relations (and therefore egotism) are indicative of
weak social responsiveness. Psychological cooperation as found on the primate
level, on the other hand, involves the ability to anticipate the social consequences of
one's own actions and to modify them in relation to the group's goal. This is to say
that a child, as Charlotte Bühler put it, is part of its mother long before it becomes an
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individual for itself and before it can actively enter and join any group.28 It is the
experience of empathy that enables a child to grow into an adult who will help and
cooperate with others rather than interact destructively and egoistically.

Emmy Werner in a longitudinal study from birth to 32 years showed that
adults coming from underprivileged homes, but who grew up in a supportive en-
vironment in which they received positive attention when they were infants, were
caring and helpful with their fellow human beings.29 Judith Herman showed that
about 20 percent of US soldiers in Vietnam, who never engaged in atrocities, where
men who in their childhood has experienced empathic care.30 As soldiers they were
helpful and cooperative with their comrades, and never inhuman towards prisoners
and the civilian population. Therefore to reduce cooperation and altruism to a
question of monetary rewards is to reduce the richness of what human nature can be
about.

What may be true of course is, that in addition to biased design, the popula-
tions tested in the cited experiments were deficient in empathy, or more likely that in
seeking to establish statistical behavioral means, the experimenters neglected to pay
attention to individual differences. While averages may say something about
population trends, they do not differentiate differences in traits and their historical
development. Block and Block in a recent 30 year longitudinal study31 point to such
a discrepancy in their sample between the men and women tested. Women with high
self-esteem were warmly extroverted and deeply concerned about interpersonal
relationships. The men in their sample, however, seemed self-focused, defensively
critical, uneasy, and unready for connections with others.

Empathy Makes Humaneness Possible

The ability to anticipate the social consequences of one's own actions is not primari-
ly a capacity based on abstract functions of thought but of the organism's capacity
for empathic perception. "Empathy is the capacity for participating in or a vicarious
experiencing of another's feelings, volitions, or ideas and sometimes another's move-
ments to the point of executing bodily movements resembling his".32 This capacity
develops with the beginnings of the autonomic nervous system and is part and parcel
of the mutual interaction between mother and the developing fetus. The integration
of these interactions in human beings seems to be localized in the right hemi-
sphere.33

Furthermore, early stress damages the insula area of the cortex containing most
of the "mirror neurons" that make people capable of empathic perception of the
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emotional state of others.34 "...the turning off of the empathic insula is responsible
for all in-group/out-group splitting when people enter their violent alters35 in wars.
Without this turning off of empathy in the war trance, mass violence is im-
possible".36

The capacity to care for others is not a function of the degree of "civilization"
attained.37 It has little to do with learning as an intellectual process but rather with
what Paul D. MacLean has called a "visceral" aspect of learning38 (the fronto-
temporal portion of the limbic system), which is mediated by empathy – that is, the
capacity to identify one's own feelings and needs with those of another person.
(Recent work by neuroscientists on neural activity that mirrors not only the move-
ments but also the intentions, sensations, and emotions of the people around us, may
well lead to further understanding of the neural mechanisms for empathy, writes
Greg Miller.39) Empathy develops differently in people depending on their attach-
ment experience. MacLean found that when empathy is not stimulated, as when pain
is denied, it fails to develop and thus cannot lead to an identity defined as humane.40

Jaak Panksepp has suggested that the denial of pain prevents the release of opioids,
especially endorphins.41 Endorphins not only are involved in the process of alleviat-
ing pain, they also further social attachment and bonding. And here it is the kind of
mother-child attachment which develops, that will determine the individual's motiv-
ational structures in regard to cooperation and egoism. The motivation for either
cooperation or egoism resides in the capacity for or, respectively, curtailment of
empathy. This ability is not only a human attribute; animals in general perceive the
nature of another's emotional state by empathic means. Rhesus monkeys have been
shown to respond to facial gestures of other rhesus monkeys on the basis of such
perception.42 And it has recently been experimentally observed that mice can
respond to the pain of other mice.43

Caring for others as an aspect of interpersonal relations must be intimately tied
up with the nature of what human evolution is about. If this aspect of human nature
has changed, then perhaps only within the past more or less 50,000 years of our
history, and especially with the advent around 9,000 years ago of the so called
higher civilizations, based on possession, domination, and power, all egoistical
qualities.44 As David E. Stuart shows, it was the advent of surplus food, its hording
and the development of social inequality that changed Anasazi culture in the
Americas from a peaceful sharing society to one of elitism and ultimately war and
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destruction.45 Interestingly, Samuel Bowles in a recent article suggests that eco-
nomic incentives may be counterproductive in that they signal selfishness as an
appropriate social response.46

To understand human evolution and human nature, we will have to understand
our motives in their fullest context and not by reducing them solely to monetary
gains and losses. We must incorporate what we know about the living interactions
between child and mother as a factor in that evolution and in our understanding of
ourselves. Jaynes has suggested that our consciousness may well be a function of a
social order that detaches humans from the emotional meaning of their actions.47

This of course does not deny that genes play a role in our psychic evolution. As
Gottlieb pointed out, genes are always there, but the causes of development lie in the
relationship between the two components gene and experience, not in the com-
ponents themselves.48 We must become conscious of the processes that make us
incorporate the values of the existing nature of our social order, which may oppose
our empathic heritage. To understand our past will necessitate an evolving under-
standing of all that contributed and continues to contribute to our becoming human
and empathic. J. Z. Young emphasized that the behavioral equipment humans have
received from the past history has been designed to ensure communication and
cooperation.49 When cooperation becomes merely a means to avoid pain or receive
monetary gain, we are dealing with the results of a development gone awry. This has
not always been so, as the studies by DeVore and Konner of the !Kung in the
Kalahari desert50 and by Weltfish of the American Pawnees51 have shown. There-
fore, the recent findings and reviews by, for the most part, economists in cooperation
with evolutionary biologists52 can be seen as reflecting a narrowing of consciousness
which effectively dehumanizes our views of human beings, thus reenforcing poli-
tical thinking and action devoid of love and compassion. "It is", writes the Dalai
Lama, "... our ability to enter into and to share another's suffering, that is funda-
mental to the continued survival of our species".53 And further: "To understand
suffering... is to understand what empathy is...(and) that the feeling of community
with all beings must be attained on the basis of the understanding that we are all
united and reciprocally dependent on each another".54

To reduce the prevalence of dehumanization in today's society, it is necessary
to promote the development of the conditions leading to the kind of mothering that
prevents the dissociated stance which makes love and empathy impossible, but in-
stead makes unity of being possible.
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