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Introduction


While I was working on this book, my hairdresser asked what it was about. I told her it’s about people who help others and try to do good for their communities, and why we need more of that generosity in politics. “Oh,” Becca stopped me cold. “I was with you when you said it’s about people who try to do good, and if that’s what it’s about, I’d like to read it. But if it’s about politics, no, I’m sorry, I won’t read it.”


For those of us who care deeply about politics, Becca’s dismissal ought to set off alarms. At the same time, though, her reaction offers the most important clue to the problems that worry us—growing apathy, declining political participation, decaying democracy. In order to get people like Becca to care about politics, we need to reconnect government with helping people and doing good.


Becca is not alone. While teaching at Rutgers University, Tobi Walker asked her students for adjectives to describe how they thought people regard community service and politics. For community service, the students listed “altruistic, caring,  helping, selfless, giving, individualistic, and one-on-one.” For politics: “dirty, corrupt, ambitious, crooked, dishonest, compromising, slow.”1 Like Saul Steinberg’s drawing of the world as seen from New York, Walker’s students mapped how Americans have come to view altruism and politics. Standing in the midst of politics, they see altruism as a far-off continent, barely visible at the edge of the horizon. This is the map that decades of civics lessons about the virtues of self-interest have put in citizens’ heads. For many people, politics seems not only remote from their daily lives but abhorrent to their personal values. They do not see that they and government have a shared purpose.


I was in college when I discovered that democracy can be a humanitarian endeavor. At age twelve, I had decided to go into medicine, because being a doctor seemed like goodness personified, the surest way to help people. But then I took Introduction to Government, where I met the likes of Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, Rousseau, Marx, and Tocqueville. I was hooked. To contemplate government and design it to yield up justice, freedom, and human welfare—it didn’t get any more noble than that.


Those of us who studied politics in the sixties came of age in a bubble of postwar optimism, almost euphoria, about democracy’s potential to cure the world’s ills. I hoped I could make a much bigger difference by healing whole communities than by treating one person at a time. Just as I was leaving graduate school, a new field of public policy emerged, and, happily, I landed a job teaching in one of the first programs. The field sought to apply social science to help government improve citizens’ lives. Public policy was diagnosis and treatment for society at large, so I felt as though I had gotten to be a doctor after all.


But not for long. Starting in the late seventies, public policy was overtaken by economists—Milton Friedman and his chilly acolytes from the University of Chicago—who believed that the unbridled pursuit of self-interest is the source of all things good. Political science, imitating economics, was overtaken by rational-choice theorists. Their model citizen was a robot that knows only one thing: how to maximize its gain. Sometime in the eighties, politics went off the rails, hijacked by corporations and Wall Street. By now, the people who practice politics, the people who study politics, and the media people who narrate politics to the rest of us rarely speak about helping, caring, or doing good. They talk mostly about who’s doing bad and who’s in it for what selfish reasons.


For three decades, economists, social scientists, conservatives, and free-market ideologues have had us believing that self-interest makes the world go ’round, that greed is good, that personal ambition is a social virtue, and that anybody who thinks politics ought to foster kindness and compassion is charmingly naive. They warn us that help is harmful, that it undermines ambition and makes people dependent and helpless, and that if we really want to help, we should curb our compassion and withhold our help to “toughen them up.” A New Yorker cartoon in 1999 captured the spirit of the times: a man lounging in his plush armchair lowers the newspaper long enough to tell his son, clutching his own sheet of paper, “Daddy’s way of helping you with your homework is not to help you.”


There’s nothing wrong with striving for goals, but the cult of self-interest has become an attack on help, and particularly on  government help. Once help is removed from government’s portfolio, politics feels empty, if not venal. A government that purports to help by not helping violates our moral sense and does violence to the way we live. Even the child at his father’s knees can recognize Orwellian doublespeak.


The merchants of self-interest have divorced us from what we know in our pores: we care about other people and devote a lot of time and effort to caring for them. We live our daily lives by helping and being helped, and we think helping those who need help is the first and last moral duty. We’d just as soon not need help, and we certainly don’t want to feel dependent on others. Yet our deepest satisfactions come from helping others and contributing to something larger than ourselves. We may not want to need help, but we need to help.


I wrote this book to challenge the attack on help and to reunite politics with doing good. I started from the intuition that what real people care about is not what social scientists by and large tell us we care about. We care most about relationships with other people. We want to love and be loved. We want to care and be cared for. Other people dwell in the core of our self-interest. Yes, we want to eat, survive, and be comfortable, maybe even luxuriously comfortable, but we want more. We want passion. We want to care about somebody and something. We want to make a difference. When the sun sets, we hope to have lived a life worth living. And if we have to have government, we want one that helps us lead a good life.


Democracy can work only if people want to participate in politics. They want to participate only if government can help them live out their dreams. Fortunately, it all goes around in a circle.  Caring about and helping others are the very qualities that make good democratic citizens.


My aim is not—most definitely not—to argue that social problems could be solved if only more people performed more acts of kindness. Nor do I propose that we can dispense with most government on the faith that altruism will guide citizens to serve the public good. Rather, I aim to show that altruism is a powerful, centripetal force in everyday life. It’s what holds families, friends, and communities together. Altruism is a source of human motivation and energy that can be harnessed for the common good, if only intellectual and political leaders recognize and cultivate it. Moreover, government wins citizens’ loyalty and elicits their efforts only by helping them be the generous and kind people they aspire to be.


I will tell a new story about politics with old-fashioned stories about how real people talk, think, and feel. I build this story not from statistics and abstract models of humanity, as so much of social science does, but from the voices of ordinary people talking about their everyday lives to interviewers, reporters, and, in some cases, me. The story may not strike you as scientific because I didn’t even try to measure the attitudes and feelings I report, at least not in the conventional sense of counting to see how often something occurs. I didn’t put people in laboratories or computer games, watch how they behave, and guess at their motives. Nor did I speculate about what evolution “designed” them to do. Nevertheless, I hope my story will strike you as authentic, because I did try to take the measure of people by finding out what’s in their hearts. I measured with words instead of numbers, and counted by listening with an empathic ear.


If we hope to revive democracy and to fulfill its promise, we need to make the public square a place where real people want to gather. We have to start by knowing that these real people draw their life meaning from helping others, making a difference, and trying to do good.


















1


The American Malaise


A few years ago, at the tail end of a harsh New Hampshire winter, our local newspaper carried a story headlined “Panhandler Concerns Residents.” It seems that every day, a man stood at an intersection in the small town of Henniker holding a sign reading “Hungry.” Many residents complained to the selectmen and asked them to do something about it. When the topic came up at the next selectmen’s meeting, the chairman asked, “What are you going to do, arrest him and then give him a meal?”


Sixty years ago, that would have been precisely the response to a hungry vagrant in small-town New Hampshire. He would have been taken to the jail if there was one, to an inn or a private home if there wasn’t, and there he’d be fed. Thirty years ago, a local official might even have helped him sign up for food stamps or welfare. But now, feeding a hungry man would seem to be trouble waiting to happen, for one of the other selectmen advised the townspeople, “The best way to avoid the problem is not to give out free food.”1



Times have changed. To be sure, common morality still calls for feeding a hungry man, yet today, when I tell this story and  ask audiences what they think the selectman meant, everyone seems to know. It’s as if I’d asked a kindergarten class the color of the sky.


“If you give out free food, the man will just keep coming back for more.”


“If you give him food, he’ll become dependent.”


“Other poor people will come to the town, knowing that there’s free food.”


“If you help him, you’re just enabling him.”


“Better to teach a man to fish.”


These answers pretty well summarize the new conventional wisdom: “Help is harmful. Think twice before you do it, and do it with restraint.” What’s worse, these answers inform the minds and policies of our politicians and are written into the moral code of government. Taken together, they express the reigning public philosophy in post-Reagan America: Help is harmful. Giving has too many bad consequences. Compassion is often a form of self-indulgence—it makes us feel better but worsens the problem. Helping people enables them to slack off their personal effort. Sharing opens the door to freeloaders. Government should teach personal responsibility. Self-reliance is the best way to live.


But when someone tells us what’s “the best way to avoid the problem,” we ought to wonder exactly what problem we are trying to avoid, in Henniker or anywhere else. Is it that a hungry man is begging on our town streets, disturbing the residents, and making passers-by uncomfortable? Or is it that he’s hungry? If he’s hungry, perhaps we should feed him first and tend to his moral education later. Common morality still calls upon us to help a person in distress.


Americans are caught in a tension between these two views of help. In one view, too much help makes people passive and dependent. If they don’t need to make any effort to get what they want or need, they won’t. Only self-interest spurs people to work and contribute to society. Therefore, we should help our fellow citizens as little as possible so as to stoke their ambition and prod them to self-reliance. As good citizens, we should restrain our compassion, just as the Henniker selectman advised, and rethink our support for government helping programs. A nation that coddles its weak becomes a weak nation.


In the other view, the Good Samaritan stands as moral hero. His moral code is simple: Help When Help Is Needed. It’s almost always wrong not to help. In everyday life, people help their friends and families, and they often help strangers. They help because they believe no one is truly independent and that help is usually helpful. Most of all, though, people help others because they care about others. “Care” is another way of saying that our interests are hopelessly intertwined and that anyone’s self-interest includes the well-being of others. In this view, people want to help others, and they think government ought to help them do it. They think a community is only as strong as its weakest link.


Our deepest political struggles aren’t over the mechanics of government or the details of policy but over the moral code we steer by. These two views of help are two moralities pulling in different directions. For thirty years or so, the country has gravitated toward the first view that help is usually harmful. In a great political upheaval, the political center moved rightward and turned the Good Samaritan’s moral code inside out. Instead of  “Help When Help Is Needed,” the national public philosophy proclaims, “Help Is Harmful.”


The trouble with this dichotomy, you might object, is that it paints everything too starkly, too either-or. Plenty of people genuinely need help, but there are also plenty of con artists, slouches, and folks who just lack the self-confidence or the skills to help themselves. We have to make judgments about when someone really needs help. When they really need it, we should offer it, but when they don’t, we should offer them tough love. Parents would raise incompetent children if they helped every time the child couldn’t do something and asked for help. Teachers would fail if they always helped their students instead of letting them figure things out for themselves. Surely, you say, there’s a middle ground where most reasonable people would agree that help can be harmful.


Indeed there is. When people lack the knowledge or skill to solve their own problems, “doing it for them” instead of allowing them to learn helps them only in the short run. And there are indeed many problems for which individuals would not need help if they had learned, or could learn, certain skills, or if they got up off their sofas. But these are not, by and the large, the kinds of problems at the heart of our political debates. The problems that get people pumped up about politics are ones that are beyond the capacity of individuals to solve themselves no matter how smart and skilled they are or could become and no matter how hard they try. Among these problems: health insurance; much if not most illness and injury; safe and affordable housing; steady work with sufficient pay and benefits to take care of a family; adequate retirement income; affordable higher education and effective primary education; broken, violent neighborhoods; transportation between where people live and where they work; and all the various forms of discrimination, in which people are treated on the basis of stereotypes, no matter what their merits.


A few years ago, Barbara Ehrenreich, a successful writer with a Ph.D., dove incognito into the low-wage workforce, cleaning lavish houses, serving up meals in a restaurant and a nursing home, and putting on a smile as a Wal-Mart “associate.”2 She resurfaced with a report so startling to people above water that it sold more than fifteen million copies worldwide, though all it said was what low-wage workers already know: No amount of effort in the jobs available to them will ever afford them a decent place to live, three square meals, or medical care. They can work full-time, they can work overtime, they can even work two or three jobs, but their jobs simply don’t pay enough to keep them afloat. Their needs for help derive from structural problems in the American economy, not personal failures. The most fundamental problem is that a forty-hour-a-week job at the minimum wage does not pay enough to bring a family of three above the poverty line.3 Period.


People at the bottom can grasp these basic economic facts without any training in economics. In the words of Cindy Franklin, a woman who worked but still had to avail herself of public assistance: “There are only so many good-paying jobs that exist in this society, and there are tons and tons of minimum wage jobs. As long as we expect people to work them, there are gonna be people who can’t make it without help.”4



Just as we make judgments in our personal lives about when individuals really need help and when they need to learn how to  do for themselves, in public policy we have to make judgments about which categories of people genuinely need society’s help. The unemployed? The aged? Kids? The working poor? All of them, or only some of them? The debate about whether help is harmful or helpful is really a debate about the causes of problems. Our willingness to help others turns on whether we think their need for help results from things over which they have control, or from systemic failures and factors outside their control.


The Samaritan’s dilemma—to help or not to help—is not a question of finding the proper balance between help and tough love. At the level of government and public policy, it’s no longer a matter of assessing people one by one, as a social worker might do. These are questions of public morality, of finding the right balance between social obligation and individual responsibility. Public morality, the nation’s underlying philosophy about social responsibility, shapes everything else, most especially the way citizens think about the boundaries of community and the role of government. If “the boundaries of community” is too abstract for you, think, “Who is my neighbor?” If “the role of government” puts you to sleep, think about it this way: “How do I want to live together with other people?”


Thinking straight about our public philosophy is important because public philosophy is the deepest form of political power. It’s more potent than having the votes to pass a bill in Congress and more potent even than having the clout to prevent a bill from coming up for a vote. It’s more potent because it’s invisible, because no one official or even group holds it, and because it influences the way we think without us ever noticing a jolt to the brain.


Imagine going to a Chinese restaurant with a group of friends. You’re hungry and keen to get a meal stacked with the dishes you find most tasty. If you’re not too hungry and a little bit curious about power dynamics, you might also pay attention to who seems to have the most influence over which dishes the group orders. The person who gets most of her first choices would seem to be the most powerful. She has decision-making power. But somewhere out of sight, the restaurant owner sits contentedly slurping her noodles, thinking that she has more power than any of you because she composed the menu. You and your friends can choose only from among the options she put before you. She has agenda-setting power. Before she gets too cocky, though, let me ask this question: who decided that the concoctions served up in Chinese restaurants in America—brown curly fungus, watery precursors of bamboo poles, tiny ears of corn nipped in their fetalhood, and fat fish with their eyeballs fixed on the diners—who decided that these are edible, let alone tasty and a desirable way for American friends and families to eat together and have fun? No one “decided” these matters, of course, but our collective ideas about cuisine—about what counts as food and what counts as tasty—shape all the other choices we make, and so hold imperceptible power over us. They direct us to one kind of restaurant rather than another. Our ideas about cuisine are akin to public philosophy. They set the framework for all our other choices. They direct us to some kinds of policies rather than others, while we mistakenly believe we are making our choices independently, from scratch, and aren’t we so lucky to be free.


“Help When Help Is Needed” pretty well describes the American public philosophy after the Great Depression, especially  the New Deal and the Great Society programs. Franklin Roosevelt’s and Lyndon Johnson’s public rhetoric promised to fix things that were wrong with society, and government was to be the Great Fixer. Conservative opposition to the New Deal remained as an undercurrent during the long years when Republicans were out of power, and even during the Eisenhower and Nixon administrations, which were both relatively liberal by today’s standards. Both Eisenhower and Nixon accepted the basic principle that government should ensure economic security. Hard-line conservatives detested the equalizing aspects of the New Deal that increased taxes on the wealthy, forced them into a public pension scheme, and helped farmers and workers at their expense, but they were fighting a rearguard action. As Eisenhower wrote to his brother in 1954, “Should any political party attempt to abolish Social Security and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that party again in our political history.”5



With Ronald Reagan’s presidency, the dominant public philosophy changed to “Help Is Harmful.” Reagan shared the conservative antipathy to government in general, but he directed special venom toward welfare. He offered up welfare “chiselers” and “cheaters” as the cause of high taxes and, with subtly coded racial images, focused white working-class resentment on poor blacks.6 Right-wing think tanks funded research and position papers that gave a scientific gloss to conservative ideology. Ultimately, as we’ll see in the next chapter, conservative intellectuals successfully painted welfare as “handouts”—giving out free food to people who do nothing but ask, perhaps making no more effort than to hold up a sign reading “Hungry.” With spurious science and devastatingly brilliant rhetorical devices, they were able to win over many liberals and make “Help Is Harmful” seem like common sense.


“Help Is Harmful” soon became the mainstream view of many liberal government helping programs and much of the Great Society and the New Deal. After welfare, the story of “Why It’s Best Not to Give Out Free Food” was told over and over, with new hungry men as its antagonists and new programs as its targets. Social Security causes workers to spend freely without saving for retirement, confident that Social Security pensions will take care of them. And worse, mandatory Social Security reduces workers’ pensions by forcing them to invest their money in low-performing U.S. Treasury notes instead of the stock market. Unemployment insurance makes workers lax about looking for work when they are laid off. Affirmative action teaches minorities and women that they don’t need to work hard to get ahead, and so they don’t, harming themselves and their children. Public education taxes parents and prevents them from using their money to find better schools for their children. Health insurance makes people feel as though medical care is free, and so they don’t take good care of themselves or their children and they rack up medical bills with abandon, all at the expense of more responsible taxpayers. Lavish social services entice immigrants from other countries and enable them to live as parasites off hardworking Americans. Bilingual education handicaps their children, preventing them from learning English and assimilating. Foreign aid, like welfare, acts as a handout to satisfy people’s needs, removing the incentive for developing countries to build their own productive economies.  “Why It’s Best Not to Give Out Free Food” is our new public philosophy, our national story.


By now, the Help Is Harmful view claims broad popular allegiance. That’s why so many people can answer my question about the Henniker selectman with such easy certainty. But as a guidance system for public life, Help Is Harmful violates our basic moral sense and our everyday experience.


This new moral code flouts ancient human beliefs. Our faith, whether Christian, Jewish, Muslim, or Buddhist, obliges us to watch out for the interests of others. Our upbringing as Americans of whatever faith—or none—teaches us the same obligation. We may have been raised on swashbuckling stories of rugged individualism, but we were also steeped in moral lessons like the Golden Rule and the Good Samaritan. We often celebrate our accomplishments as triumphs of personal achievement, but we know from daily experience that we get by only with help from our friends. The Help Is Harmful philosophy distorts our deepest beliefs and damages our integrity. It asks us to be citizens who are not the kind of human beings we admire or want to be.


Why do I think this? Just read the obituaries for the victims of September 11, the ones that ran every day for three months in the New York Times. In its short “Portraits of Grief,” the  Times broke with its tradition of formal obituaries for people of fame and great achievement. Instead, we saw ordinary people who led lives of dignity, hope, love, and kindness. We learned what they valued about their lives, and what their loved ones cherished about them. It wasn’t self-reliance. It wasn’t the pursuit of self-interest with a breezy faith that an invisible hand or  divine justice would take care of everybody else. These obits for Everyman and Everywoman tell us that we treasure something else in ourselves and in the people we love. These people loved their families. They were kind. They were always ready to help someone else.


Stephen Dimino was a partner at Cantor Fitzgerald, but that fact gets a mere blip in his obituary. The family instead encapsulated his life with a story about his generosity. When he was nine and the family had gone into Manhattan to see My Fair Lady and have lunch at an Automat, young Stephen “spotted an old man sitting by himself who looked hungry. He brought his sandwich over to him. Then the rest of the Dimino family followed suit,” his sister told the Times. A cousin, speaking of Stephen’s generosity as an adult, added, “He was someone you’d want as your neighbor.”7



Colleen Deloughery, a friend recalled, “stopped one day to talk to a homeless teenage mother living with her baby on the margins of a commuter station. After that, she started bringing things to the woman—a stroller, a carrier, clothes, food, milk.”8



Abe Zelmanowitz stayed in the building with a quadriplegic friend rather than fleeing to save himself. His brother commented, “Had it been a casual acquaintance, he would have done the same thing. He could never turn his back on another human being.”9



Telmo Alvear, a waiter at the Windows on the World, was supposed to have been on the night shift, but took the morning shift that day to help out a friend.10



Olabisi Shadie Layeni-Yee was one of many World Trade Center workers who had survived the 1993 bombing. That time,  her mother watched and waited and prayed, and finally the call came. “Mom, I’m fine,” Ms. Layeni-Yee had said. It had taken her so long to call because she had helped a pregnant woman walk down from the seventy-ninth floor.11



Brian Warner “was the good Samaritan who always stopped to help a stranded motorist change a flat tire. If a neighbor’s drive-way needed plowing, Mr. Warner was there. He spent hours on the phone talking friends and colleagues through computer problems. He was good at fixing human beings, too.”12



Brian P. Monaghan Jr. was “the archetypal good kid, a 21-year-old who helped elderly women across streets and went to the store for neighbors who could not.”13



Benjamin Suarez, a firefighter with Ladder Company 21, about to end his twenty-four-hour shift, called his wife to tell her he’d be late getting home to Brooklyn because “I have to help the people.”14



Keith Glascoe, his father said of him, “was the sort who would stop and pick up a hurt animal in the street, take it to a doctor and pay for it.”15



Sandra Campbell made a good living at Cantor Fitzgerald, but spent most of it on other people instead of vacations and clothes. She gave her mother $150 every month to pay for her blood pressure medications. “If I told her someone was in the hospital, she went,” a friend said. “The people didn’t even know her, and by the time she walked out the door, they knew her.”16



Obituaries, you are probably thinking, are no place to find the unvarnished truth. Surely, we can’t divine the human character from these tilted tributes born of grief. Or can we? I suggest we can divine something more important. Obituaries are not an unbiased record of human deeds, but they are a splendid mirror of our values. They document what sort of life we find praiseworthy and, in that, what kind of lives we aspire to lead ourselves.


What the September 11 obituaries document is a river of private morality running exactly counter to self-reliance and the pursuit of self-interest. They document many people who live their lives as the daily practice of simple generosities, and they document our reverence for people who live this way.


My favorite September 11 obituary is about someone who steadfastly rejected the Help Is Harmful philosophy. David Suarez was a consultant working on a project for Marsh and McLennan. He was also in the process of applying to MBA programs. Meanwhile, he volunteered in a soup kitchen and tutored high school students for their college entrance exams. Contrary to the advice of the Henniker selectman, he routinely gave to beggars. Once, his friends recounted to the Times, they found him “talking to some beggars outside a bar.” The obituary goes on: “Mr. Suarez asked one of the beggars, who was in a wheelchair, ‘What would it take to make you happy?’


“The man said, ‘Give me $20.’


“Mr. Suarez gave him $20.


“The beggar got up, folded up his wheelchair, and walked off.


“Mr. Suarez was not angry. The episode did not make him jaded. . . . By his thinking, he would rather lose $20 here and there to an impostor than risk spurning someone who really needed his help.”17



This is the kind of story that would make the Henniker selectman and his followers tisk knowingly, “See? Help is for suckers.” But in their obituary for David, the Suarez family said in all  but words, “This is the way we want to honor David’s memory, because help is for heroes.”


No recent social science idea has gripped the public imagination quite so firmly as Robert Putnam’s haunting image of bowling alone. Putnam stirred up national angst by showing that Americans are joining fewer clubs and participating less in politics. The sense of community is evaporating like rain on the hot summer pavement, as people literally withdraw from group life. Putnam traced the cause of this withdrawal to the disappearance of the World War II generation—Tom Brokaw’s “Greatest Generation”—and to the busyness of our lives and television’s power to hold us in our living rooms. I trace this withdrawal to a deeper moral source: People who think of themselves as kind and compassionate hesitate to belong to a club of meanies. When people are told not to reach out to other people because help is harmful, they have to harden themselves and act mean when they would rather be kind. If citizens don’t join groups, cooperate with each other, or participate in politics as much as we used to, it’s likely because we can’t get along with ourselves. The contradiction between our private and public moralities is too hard to bear.


Studies of young people’s attitudes to politics lend some credence to this speculation. In one large survey by People for the American Way, youth aged fifteen to twenty-four equated good citizenship with being a good person, but few connected citizenship with the social or political sphere.18 In another survey of youth, 94 percent believed “the most important thing I can do as a citizen is to help others.” Yet of those eligible to vote, fewer than 32 percent had voted in the previous presidential election.19  College students are more than twice as likely to do volunteer  work (73 percent) as they are to vote (34 percent).20 Young people don’t connect the most elemental act of democratic politics—voting—with helping others. In fact, “they think about service and politics . . . as two distinct activities—one moral and one corrupt,” in the words of a professor who teaches service-learning courses.21 One tenth grader who volunteered actively in both a hospital and a local Special Olympics, put it this way: “I’m trying to be a good citizen, caring about people and doing something about it, rather than just caring.” He went on to describe why he felt detached from politics: “It’s almost as if politics has lost its meaning of helping, of doing what people want it to do.”22



The American malaise, I propose, is the uncomfortable tug of our inner moral plumb line pulling against the public morality that has, temporarily at least, captured the machinery of government. Wendy Lesser, an editor and literary critic, opens an essay on philanthropy with a story that epitomizes this tug. She lives in Berkeley, a place where beggars abound. Like most Berkeley residents, she says, she’s “long since developed a slight frown and quick shake of the head to shrug off all requests for spare change.” (Perhaps you have your own version of this avoidance routine?) One day Lesser was walking with her two-and-a-half-year-old son when a woman politely asked, “Excuse me, ma’am, can you spare a quarter?” Lesser unthinkingly did her beggar routine and walked on. But then her son asked her what the woman wanted.


“‘She wanted money,’ I said.


“Why did she want money?’ he persisted.


“‘Because she’s poor.’


“‘What’s poor?’”


Horrified, Lesser realized that “what I had just done was to teach a small child to be hard-hearted. I was creating a monster of unthinking selfishness—or alternatively, I was presenting myself as a monster of selfishness in the eyes of an innocent, innately tenderhearted child.”23



On a grand scale, American politicians have been building Lesser’s beggar routine into the standard operating rules of government. And like Lesser, I suggest, we citizens are watching ourselves act according to a moral code that in our collective heart of hearts we find repugnant. Every once in a while, something happens that awakens our tenderhearted selves and makes us appear monstrous in our own eyes.


These little awakenings are happening every day, in the crannies of ordinary life where rules and laws push people to violate their most basic moral instincts. Medical care is one of the darkest crannies. In the mid-1980s, Dr. Robert Berenson, like most doctors, found himself practicing under managed-care rules that give doctors bonuses for holding down the costs of medical care, which of course means bonuses for withholding care from patients. This was a time when senior citizens were first encouraged by Medicare to enroll in managed-care plans.


One elderly woman enrolled in such a plan with Dr. Berenson as her primary-care doctor. Just after she landed in his bailiwick, she was diagnosed with inoperable cancer. She was a costly case, and to make matters worse, her supportive family actively pressed her interests. Dr. Berenson was acutely conscious that “her bills drained my bonus account.” This attentiveness to his take-home pay was exactly the effect that the managed-care incentive system was supposed to have on doctors. But Dr. Berenson realized how the system also contorted him as a doctor and as a human being: “At a time when the doctor-patient relationship should be closest, concerned with the emotions surrounding death and dying, the HMO payment system introduced a divisive factor. I ended up resenting the seemingly unending medical needs of the patient and the continuing demands placed on me by her distraught family.”24



Dr. Berenson’s story perfectly diagrams the war between the two moralities. He represents a profession whose core value is helping—helping people who are sick and suffering, and helping their families cope with their powerlessness and grief. Suddenly, he finds himself practicing medicine in a system in which getting too close to patients and their families makes him an irresponsible doctor. A system in which abstract efficiency and bottom lines are more important than personal relationships. A system in which letting excess compassion drive his clinical decisions makes him a sort of outlaw who must be disciplined by financial penalties. A system in which there is such a thing as excess compassion. A system in which he is supposed to harden himself to the plight of others instead of empathizing and caring. For Dr. Berenson working under managed care, the moral imperatives of healing were turned inside out. The system put him in a double bind. If he acted virtuously by insurers’ standards—which in this case were also his government’s standards because the woman was insured by Medicare—then he would have to act badly by his profession’s standards and his own lights.


Sometimes, when a public system traps people in a moral double bind, they violate the rules rather than their morals. A few days after Hurricane Katrina, two navy helicopter pilots deviated  from their orders. Instead of returning to base after delivering supplies to other Gulf Coast military bases, they flew over New Orleans and rescued 110 people from rooftops. The hardest part, one of the pilots later said, was not deciding whether to divert to New Orleans without permission. The hardest part was “looking at a family of two on one roof and maybe a family of six on another roof and I would have to make a decision who to rescue.” At the end of the day, the pilots were reprimanded. “We all want to be the guys who rescue people,” their commander explained to the New York Times, “but they were told we have other missions we have to do right now and that is not the priority.”25



This incident was only one of thousands in the aftermath of Katrina that revealed a colossal breakdown in the nation’s system of help. The breakdown was not primarily a bureaucratic mess-up, though it was certainly that, and that is how the media played it. The breakdown stemmed from the same clash of moralities, the same rift in our philosophy of help. For the pilots, the Good Samaritan’s moral code told them what to do: Help When Help Is Needed. For the commander, the navy’s needs told him how his men should behave: Organizations need to set priorities and stay focused on their missions. If his men followed the Good Samaritan, they would harm the navy. Help Is Harmful.


 



This book is about what happened to public altruism and how we can reclaim it. Why is helping others the core of personal morality but “not the priority” for public officials or the laws that bind them? How is it that everyone “knows” it’s wrong to feed a hungry man on a cold day in New Hampshire? How did we get to this topsy-turvy moral world from which mothers and doctors  sometimes recoil and rescue pilots are sent to the brig? Or to put the question another way, why don’t politics and government live by the same values we uphold as individuals? What happens to the Good Samaritan as he travels the road from private life to the public sphere?


The answer lies in a quiet revolution of ideas that changed the way Americans think about politics and government. Political revolutions always begin with revolutionary ideas—“All men are created equal” or “Our King has done us wrong,” for example. The intellectual upheaval that dislodged the New Deal and the Great Society was driven by a profound change in the way we understand help and its relationship to individual freedom.


Americans have always had a complicated relationship to the idea of freedom. On the one hand, we long for a mythic image of our past, a society of villages and neighborhoods where people quietly cared for one another as a matter of course; where they raised each other’s barns and jointly hammered up churches, meetinghouses, and schools; where families roamed from farm to farm, one day at a time, to get the haying done by sundown; where they watched out for each other’s children, checked up on elderly widows, looked after the village idiot, shared kettles and tools with a neighbor who was without, and pledged the winter’s wood supply to a minister they all needed. They depended on each other through and through, and understood individual freedom to be the gift of communal solidarity.


On the other hand, we lionize self-reliance as the highest virtue. Ralph Waldo Emerson, writing in 1841, exactly the moment when this blissful communal harmony was supposedly at its apogee, spat on the whole idea of help. “Your miscellaneous  popular charities; the education at college of fools; the building of meeting-houses to the vain end to which many now stand; alms to sots; and the thousandfold Relief Societies;—though I confess with shame I sometimes succumb and give the dollar, it is a wicked dollar which by and by I shall have the manhood to withhold.” Transforming charity and communal effort into something wicked is quite a feat, but Emerson’s not through: “Don’t tell me of my obligation to put all poor men in good situations. I grudge the dollar, the dime, the cent I give to such men as do not belong to me and to whom I do not belong.”26



In our times, independence is back as the highest personal virtue. Self-reliance is once again the best way to live. Self-reliance, self-sufficiency, self-discipline, self-control, self-help, self-determination, self, self, self: these are the main entries in the contemporary American dictionary of virtues. The first duty of the good citizen is not to be dependent on others. He ought not go asking for help unless he’s a child, an ancient mariner who’s put in his time, or a disabled person who’s not capable of taking care of himself. Somehow, a people who arrived on this continent thoroughly dependent on each other for food, shelter, and security—and on the Native Americans whose land they inhabited—now remember themselves as rugged individualists and self-made men. Dependence is the dirty word of American politics.


The trouble with our times, according to Newsweek columnist Robert Samuelson, is that people have become dependent on large institutions—government, business corporations, universities, medical systems, and school systems. People look to these institutions for everything from secure jobs to decent living standards, high-quality health care, racial harmony, a clean environment, safe cities, satisfying work, social justice, world order, and even personal fulfillment.


For Samuelson and the new political consensus he epitomizes, reliance on collective institutions is pathological, something wrong with “the nation’s psyche.” Like an uppity beggar or an addict in denial, Americans “deal with their dependence on large institutions” by cultivating an attitude of entitlement.27 Exactly this kind of thinking led George W. Bush to cut back the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) shortly after he took office. Federal disaster assistance had become “an oversized entitlement program,” his first head of FEMA explained to Congress in 2001.28 That was before Hurricane Katrina bellowed that maybe government has some useful jobs to do after all.


By condemning citizens for seeking government help, this new conservative public philosophy undermines democracy. The entitlement diagnosis gets it exactly wrong. Mutual dependence is the essence of democracy. Democracy engages citizens with the hope that they can improve their lives by working together, and with the faith that they can accomplish more by working together than going it alone. Democracy requires its citizens to depend on each other, and on the schools, hospitals, universities, levees, and government institutions that they build and run together. In rejecting collective action, we’ve come a long way from our own democratic ideals, the ones we’re trying to seed in Iraq, among other places.


Emerson made a crucial mistake when he set self-reliance as the chief virtue and rejected any obligation to help “such men as do not belong to me and to whom I do not belong.” He confused  two senses of “belonging.” One suggests property and bondage: if a man’s not my property, I’m not responsible for him. But that meaning of belonging is a red herring. No one wants to belong to anyone else in that sense, and we long ago banished that peculiar form of human belonging, at least in our laws. The other meaning of belonging is one we all cherish—membership. It means we can count on others to take us in and help us. It means we won’t be left alone on the heath, like Lear, to howl at winter. Or as one welfare mother eloquently explained, she strives to dress her kids well “so they can go to school and look like they belong to somebody.”29



We make Emerson’s same mistake today when we confuse getting help with being dependent, beholden, and powerless. According to one contemporary voice of the Help Is Harmful revolution, help is “not the relation of free and equal citizens.” Rather, it’s “noblesse oblige,” a phrase that manages to convey kindness and bondage in the same breath, for it describes feudal relations between noblemen and their serfs.30 The lords weren’t legally or morally obligated to help their serfs; when they did, help was a power trip. They boosted their own nobility by deigning to help those who had no claim to help.


Seeing help this way transforms personal bonds into bondage and makes gratitude a kind of resentment. No one wants to need help or, worse, feel helpless. But help is the way we live. We are born needing help, we die needing help, and we live out our days getting and giving help. Help and gratitude connect people. Without them, life would be terribly lonely. Not belonging is abject misery. Getting help and, better yet, being able to count on  getting help make us part of the human family.


The Help Is Harmful view distorts the good side of help. Perhaps only a nation that once held people in bondage could run so scared from the idea of human bonding. We need to untwist our notion of personal freedom by acknowledging that dependence is the human condition. Genuine freedom can’t be had by denying our individual limitations. Freedom comes from understanding them and working around them, and from building a community where bonds of loyalty compensate for the things we can’t do ourselves.


“Help” is my shorthand for all the ways we feel and act for the benefit of others instead of ourselves. Philosophers and psychologists call it altruism, but most of us know help as a word we learned in infancy by being helped. Help includes all the ways we act when we mean to foster someone else’s well-being. It stands for giving and serving. It stands for loyalty and love. It stands for raising children and taking care of the sick. It stands for doing what it takes to give dependent people their dignity. It stands for feeding the hungry, fighting poverty, and working for justice. It stands for kindness, great and small. Help, quite simply, is how we think, feel, and behave when we care for others.


Until fairly recently, philosophers thought that humans are moved by a variety of motives, some good, some bad. Now, according to modern social science, people are made of pure self-interest. To read most modern thinkers, you’d think the only question we ever ask ourselves is “What’s in it for me?” With every choice we make, we aim to benefit ourselves. Even when we help others, we don’t do it out of pure kindness. We help them either to make ourselves feel better (because their well-being  contributes to our happiness) or to obligate them in case we ever need help. In this picture of human nature, people might behave as if they have other people’s interests at heart, but altruism is always an illusion, nothing but a flattering self-portrait. Sure, the rare altruist might touch down here and there, like the rescuers of Jews during the Holocaust or the hero of Hotel Rwanda, but they are so rare they might as well be “a race of saints.”31



If self-interest is the only motive we can count on, then it’s really the only source of energy society can harness. People won’t behave well or contribute to the common good unless they get personal rewards for it. Want people to recycle? Give them a refund for every can and bottle they return. With the right monetary incentives in place, people don’t have to be socially minded to be good—they need only be mercenary. As long as they recycle, we don’t care why. To coordinate individual behavior for the common good, leaders need only design incentives that appeal to self-interest. This picture of human nature is the basis for free-market philosophy.


Daily experience flies in the face of this picture. Taking care of each other is the way we live. We survive on everyday altruism. Altruism isn’t the only human motive, and it may not even be the dominant one, but there’s plenty of it to work with, and with the right leadership and policies, we can make more.


Two months after September 11, the New York Times celebrated a paramedic who had helped dig out the last two people pulled alive from the World Trade Center rubble. The man had somehow faded from the scene and the news, and the other rescuers who had worked alongside him that day wondered who this  man was. All they knew was “a medic named Chuck.” Chuck Sereika read about this mystery in the Times, and after a struggle with himself came forward. He said he hadn’t wanted to appear in the press as a hero because he “didn’t fit the mold.” He told how he’d struggled with alcoholism for years, been in and out of rehabilitation, spent a few nights in jail, lost jobs and friends, and disappointed his family. For all we know, he might have been on welfare, too. But on September 11, Mr. Sereika put on his old medic uniform and went down there to help. He ordered oxygen and an IV and got them both going for one of the trapped men. Meanwhile, he could hear the rumble of 4 World Trade Center, but he kept on working. “I decided my life was not worth more than theirs,” Mr. Sereika said. Later, he told the Times, “It’s very easy for me to help other people. It comes naturally to me and to all paramedics. It’s what we do. Taking care of myself, I’m not so good at.”32



Mr. Sereika was the kind of down-and-outer that the Help Is Harmful school would spurn, to force him to take care of himself. Yet Mr. Sereika was just the man we needed on September 11. His story suggests that human motives are far more ambiguous and malleable than the pure self-interest our science teaches. The call to service called forth his better self. To help others, he put on his uniform and went back to work. Ralph Waldo Emerson might say that Mr. Sereika finally shaped up, showed up for work, and became self-reliant, but if that’s what he did, it wasn’t out of any ordinary self-interest. Mr. Sereika almost certainly didn’t get paid. What got him back on the job was not an empty stomach but an empty heart. What got him there was the opportunity to take care of somebody else and connect with other  people. For him at that moment, self-interest and altruism were one and the same.


Altruism, it turns out, is a motive we can count on. But we will learn how to strengthen and enlarge it only if we believe in it. For the most part, researchers who have studied altruism believe it all comes down to self-interest, so they try to encourage altruistic behavior, such as donating a kidney, by offering donors personal rewards. In this book, I listen to altruists as a believer in altruism. Instead of searching for their ulterior motives, I look for the meaning they themselves give to their altruism.


It turns out that helping others expands one’s desire to help. Very often, after you help one homeless person, you want to help more. Helping others expands the sense of responsibility for others, too. Holding aside the question of whether help harms or helps the people we mean to help, by focusing on what help does to the helpers, we see something else. Helping others calls forth our altruistic selves and makes citizens who take responsibility for the problems of their community. There’s another way to motivate people besides paying them rewards. Sometimes, asking for their help and then showing them why they are needed is a better way. If we guide our public life by the Good Samaritan’s code, we rear good citizens and make a stronger community.


And that is the real message of the parable of the Good Samaritan. The plot is simple. The Good Samaritan came to the aid of a needy traveler on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho. The traveler had been robbed, beaten, and left for dead. A priest and a Levite—both his own countrymen—had seen him as they passed by but ignored him. A stranger, the man from Samaria,  poured balm over the man’s wounds and bandaged them, carried him to an inn, and gave the innkeeper money to care for him.


The story is so familiar, almost a universal folktale, that many people don’t know its original context in the Christian Bible. In Luke’s Gospel, the only place in the Bible where this story occurs, a lawyer asked Jesus what he must do to get into heaven or to inherit eternal life. Jesus, playing the Socratic teacher, asked the man what the law says, to which the lawyer replied (I’m paraphrasing here), “Love the Lord God with all your heart and love your neighbor as thyself.” Right, said Jesus, just do this and you will live. In lawyerly fashion, though, the questioner wanted definitions and distinctions. He tossed the problem back to Jesus. “Who is my neighbor?” In other words, how do I know exactly whom I have to love as myself? In answer to that question Jesus told the story. Then he asked the lawyer, “Which one of these people behaved as a neighbor?”


The parable of the Good Samaritan, then, was the answer to two questions. The one we usually remember is “Who is my neighbor?” Answer: everyone. But the more important question was the one that got the whole story rolling: “What must I do to get into heaven?” Answer: help everyone.


One doesn’t have to believe in an afterlife to accept the spiritual insight of the story. Simply take heaven as a metaphor for happiness and well-being. The parable tells us we should help others both because it helps them and because it helps us. Withholding help not only hurts them but also diminishes us. The story reminds us that help is a verb as well as a noun and that our actions make us who we are. The man from Samaria was a neighbor because of the way he acted, not because of his tribal identity.


The same insight holds for our collective selves—for the polity as well as the person. The character of our community is defined by our collective response to other people’s troubles. Just as an individual asks, “What kind of person do I want to be?” we as citizens must ask ourselves what kind of community we want to be. What do we want government to do in our name for our fellow citizens? We should, I argue, hold ourselves collectively to the same standard we hold ourselves personally. We need to align our public morality with our inner moral compass.


The simple idea of helping others is a powerful moral value. It can reframe politics around a unifying moral vision.
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