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PREFACE

In a world riddled with greed, crime, violence, and intergroup conflict,
the need for a better understanding of prosocial feelings and actions is obvi-
ous. Within the social and behavioral sciences, and now within the brain
sciences as well, there are several fascinating and empirically supported theo-
retical and methodological perspectives on prosocial behavior, but they rarely
get drawn into a single constructively critical and potentially integrative
conversation. Some writers, for example, have considered prosocial behavior
from genetic, or evolutionary, vantage points by treating “selfish” genes and
selfish human beings as equivalent. We know, however, that selfish (i.e.,
self-perpetuating) genes can sometimes multiply by promoting cooperation,
love, and human kindness in situations in which these prosocial qualities
foster survival and reproduction. Similarly, there have been many insight-
provoking social-psychological experiments on helping behavior, but the
findings are rarely used to craft beneficial interventions in the real world.
There are many important findings in research on the development of pro-
and antisocial motives and behavior during childhood, but they are not of-
ten mentioned in discussions of evolutionary psychology.

The time is therefore right for an open, creative conversation among
experts on the variety of approaches to prosocial motives, emotions, and be-
havior, including the study of basic processes and the evaluation of promis-
ing interventions and prospects for social change. The timeliness and social
relevance of theory and research related to empathy, compassion, and gener-
ous behavior led us to choose this topic as the theme of the inaugural Herzliya
Symposium on Personality and Social Psychology. This annual symposium is
intended to explore cutting-edge, socially significant topics with the help of
a group of world-class researchers who are invited to come to the Interdisci-
plinary Center, Herzliya, Israel, engage in intense constructively critical but
also collaborative discussions, and then create a book that can be shared
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with other members of the discipline as well as a broader group of interested
readers. The present volume is the first in the Herzliya Series on Personality
and Social Psychology.

The chapter authors generously and enthusiastically agreed to deliver
lectures, participate in hours of discussion of the lectures, and then return
home and prepare chapters based on the lectures and discussion. The Herzliya
Symposium was cohosted by the two volume editors, and we worked, to-
gether with the chapter authors, to make the book as accessible, coherent,
and clear as possible, so that it is suitable for researchers and application-
oriented professionals, as well as for university classes and seminars at the
graduate or upper-level undergraduate level. The book is well written through-
out, so it should also be of interest to journalists and educated readers from
diverse professions. The book provides a state-of-the-art review of the major
theoretical perspectives on prosocial behavior; the basic psychological pro-
cesses underlying such behavior; and recent research on core prosocial emo-
tions and their roles in close relationships, groups, and intergroup relations.

We are extremely grateful to everyone who made the first Herzliya con-
ference and the preparation of this book so stimulating and successful. We
thank all of the speakers and chapter authors—an amazing group of scholars
and admirable human beings. We are especially grateful to Professor Uriel
Reichmann, president of the Interdisciplinary Center Herzlyia, who gener-
ously provided financial and staff support for an annual series of conferences
on personality and social psychology. We thank the staff of the New School
of Psychology in the Interdisciplinary Center Herzliya—Ziv Ravfogel and
Tsachi Ein-Dor—who handled all of the arrangements for the conference,
dealt effectively with the many onsite details, and coped masterfully with the
inevitable glitches and emergencies. We would also like to acknowledge and
thank the Fetzer Institute, which has made studies of compassionate love
and human virtues possible. We thank Maureen Adams, senior acquisitions
editor in the American Psychological Association Books Department, for
seeing the value of this project from the beginning and being a generous,
thoughtful, and supportive friend during the book’s preparation. Finally, we
thank Caroline Barnes, Ron Teeter, Kathryn Funk, and Steve Ingle for their
careful copyediting and indexing, respectively.

Mario Mikulincer, PhD
Interdisciplinary Center, Herzliya, Israel

Phillip R. Shaver, PhD
University of California, Davis
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INTRODUCTION

MARIO MIKULINCER AND PHILLIP R. SHAVER

When each day’s news overflows with lurid reports of fraud, theft, rape,
domestic violence, and war, it’s easy to agree with philosopher Thomas Hobbes
(1651/2008) that human beings, unless constrained by an all-powerful sover-
eign, are destined to live in “continual fear and danger of violent death”
(p. 86), an existence that is “nasty, brutish, and short” (p. 86). Almost 2
centuries after Hobbes made that dismal claim, Charles Darwin’s (1859) theory
of evolution seemed to justify Alfred Lord Tennyson’s (1850/1906) poetic
image of “nature [including human nature], red in tooth and claw” (p. 72). In
1976, Richard Dawkins’s influential book, The Selfish Gene, added—partly
through readers’ misperceptions—the idea that evolutionary theory and ge-
netics imply that human beings and their genes are inherently selfish and
hence conducive to Hobbes’s imagined “war of all against all” (Hobbes, 1651/
2008, p. vii).

In recent years, however, there has been an upsurge of interest in empa-
thy, compassion, altruism, and forgiveness—laudable human capacities that
Abraham Lincoln called “the better angels of our nature” in his 1861 call for
national unity, a phrase used in a 2009 speech by Barack Obama on his way to
being inaugurated as president. These better angels of our nature have been
embraced by a new positive psychology (e.g., Seligman, 2002). And simulta-
neously, primatologists (e.g., De Waal, 1996, 2006) and evolutionary biolo-



gists (e.g., Richerson & Boyd, 2005; Sober & Wilson, 1998) have begun to
emphasize the evolutionary roots of prosocial behavior—voluntary behavior
enacted with the intention of benefiting others. It is increasingly clear that
“selfish genes” can achieve their goal of self-replication by fostering generous
prosocial behavior. Although the genes “selfishly” act to replicate themselves,
they often do so by encouraging compassion, kindness, and cooperation.

This emphasis on positive, prosocial aspects of the human mind in-
spired us to create a comprehensive book on the psychology of prosocial be-
havior viewed from various levels of analysis, from the neural to the societal.
We invited experts on the science of prosocial behavior to explain their ideas
and research findings and encouraged them to trace the historical and theo-
retical background of their research and speculate about where it might lead
in the future. Readers of this book will learn a great deal about prosocial
motives and values; about emotions such as empathy and compassion; and
about the diversity of empathic, generous, and loving behavior—along with
the methods and measures used to study these issues. Readers will also learn
about forces and processes that impede prosocial behavior.

The volume is organized into five parts. Part I, focusing on major theo-
retical perspectives, includes six chapters on social psychological, evolution-
ary, psychodynamic, personality, and neuroscience perspectives on prosocial
motives, emotions, and behavior. Part II, focusing on basic processes under-
lying prosocial emotions and behavior, includes six chapters on genetic fac-
tors, developmental processes, self-regulatory mechanisms, power and self-
esteem motives, existential anxieties and defenses, and basic values. Part 111
includes four chapters dealing with theory and research concerning core
prosocial emotions (compassionate love, gratitude, forgiveness, and generos-
ity), and Part IV includes three chapters on the role of prosocial motives,
emotions, and behavior in close relationships, such as romantic relationships
and marriages. Finally, Part V considers the role of prosocial feelings and
behavior at the group and societal levels. It includes three chapters on har-
monious intergroup relations, intergroup reconciliation following conflicts,
and peace making.

In chapter 1, Daniel Batson, one of the most innovative and influential
of the researchers who study empathy—or empathic concern, as he calls it—
and its role in prosocial behavior, summarizes his provocative studies and
innovative theoretical contributions to the understanding of empathy. He
argues convincingly that empathy is a natural human capacity that contrib-
utes to prosocial behavior, one that cannot be explained away by selfish
motives. He also shows that people have different or mixed reactions to their
fellow human beings’ suffering, and that some of these reactions, including
empathic concern, motivate people to behave prosocially, whereas others,
including what Batson calls personal distress, may not.

In chapter 2, expanding on Batson’s claim that empathy is an evolved
human capacity, Jeffry Simpson and Lane Beckes explain how the capacities
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for empathy and prosocial behavior might have evolved in humans. Explain-
ing our exceptional degree of sociality and interdependence requires multiple
midlevel evolutionary concepts: inclusive fitness, reciprocal altruism, group-
level selection, and gene-culture coevolution. There is no other mammalian
species with such large, complex, and highly interdependent groups that de-
pend on an ability to imagine and empathize with each other’s experiences.
This ability is the subject of several of the other chapters in the volume.

In chapter 3, Louis Penner and Heather Orom summarize the extensive
body of empirical evidence for a prosocial personality syndrome, or at least
for multiple prosocial personality traits. These specific traits can be concep-
tualized in terms of two larger traits: Other-Oriented Empathy, characterized
by social responsibility, empathic concern, perspective taking (i.e., cognitive
empathy), and other-oriented moral reasoning; and Helpfulness, the ten-
dency to engage in prosocial behavior without undue personal distress. The
prosocial personality megatraits are stable over time; relate positively to real-
world prosocial behavior, such as volunteering in the community; and inter-
act with situational forces in theoretically predictable ways.

In chapter 4, Phillip Shaver, Mario Mikulincer, and Moran Shemesh-
Iron use attachment theory as a basis for studying prosocial motives and be-
havior. The theory divides human motivation into several domains, such as
attachment, exploration, caregiving, and sex, and considers the evolutionary
function of the behavioral system that governs each domain. Emotions such
as empathy, sympathy, and caring fall within the domain of the caregiving
system. Shaver et al. explain the development of a Caregiving Behavioral
System Scale, which measures “hyperactivated” and “deactivated” caregiving.
The former pattern is associated, across different kinds of relationships, with
personal distress and perceived deficits in emotion-regulation, self-regula-
tion, and social skills. The second pattern, deactivated caregiving, is associ-
ated with reduced empathy, more negative appraisals of others, and motives
to maintain independence and emotional distance.

In chapter 5, Rami Tolmacz reviews psychoanalytic explanations of
concern for others. Whereas Freud and some of his earliest followers (e.g.,
Klein) considered concern for others to be secondary to, or an offshoot of,
aggression, object relations and intersubjectivity theorists paid greater atten-
tion to children’s innate capacity for empathy. Tolmacz shows how the more
recent psychoanalytic theories can be combined with Buber’s famous
conceptualization of I-Thou relationships (between human subjects, as dis-
tinct from objects) and with Bowlby’s attachment theory to analyze clinical
cases in which a person treats either self or others as objects rather than
subjects.

In chapter 6, Grit Hein and Tania Singer move to the neuroscientific
level and consider how some of the distinctions made by the other chapter
authors are manifested in the brain. They find different neural correlates of
cognitive perspective taking, on the one hand, and empathy, or sharing an-
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