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To the man whose astonishing bravery and compassion inspired this book, and to all the other altruists whose actions have inspired those whose lives they have touched.





PROLOGUE





It is extremely doubtful whether the offspring of the more sympathetic and benevolent parents, or of those which were the most faithful to their comrades, would be reared in greater number than the children of selfish or treacherous parents of the same tribe. He who was ready to sacrifice his life, as many a savage has been, rather than betray his comrades, would often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature.


– CHARLES DARWIN, The Descent of Man


My favourite part is that other people say, ‘Oh, I could never do that.’ Well, that’s bullshit.


– Altruistic kidney donor HAROLD MINTZ, on donating a kidney





IN 1934, THE French entomologist Antoine Magnan set forth to write a scholarly text on the flight of insects. He ran into one niggling problem. After running calculations with an engineer named André Saint-Lagué, Magnan concluded that, according to the laws of aerodynamics, insects should not be able to fly at all. With a note of dejection, he wrote: ‘I applied the laws of air resistance to insects, and I arrived with Mr St Lagué at the conclusion that their flight is impossible.’


And yet insects fly.


Conspiracy theorists love to use this apparent contradiction (sometimes touted as applying only to bees) to declare physics and biology to be bankrupt pursuits. Some religious devotees proclaim it as evidence of a higher power. But scientists are patient, and time is on their side.


Upon reading Magnan’s assertion, entomologists did not decide that insect flight must be an illusion, or that it results from supernatural forces. Nor did they conclude that the laws of aerodynamics are hopeless bunk. They knew that reconciliation must be possible, but awaited better methods for measuring the properties of insect flight and calculating the physical dynamics at play.


Several decades and the invention of high-speed photography later, the puzzle has been solved. Insects, bees included, fly because their wings beat very quickly – bee wings make 230 short, choppy strokes every second – while rotating around their hinge to carve figure-eights in the air. The rotation creates a bug wing-sized vortex that generates enough lift to support a fat bug body. A robotic wing can be programmed to work precisely the same way, conclusively demonstrating that insect flight and the laws of physics are compatible.


Another apparent contradiction of the laws of nature, one that is arguably even more puzzling than insect flight, is altruism.


The theory of evolution by natural selection is as rock-solid as scientific laws get. But as Charles Darwin, the father of the theory, calculated some 150 years ago, natural selection seems to dictate that all the altruists should have died out long ago. An individual who sacrifices to help another person will do wonders for the other person’s odds of survival, but not much for his own. Over the course of human history, the saps who sacrificed their own evolutionary fitness for others should have been outcompeted, outnumbered and eventually completely superseded by their self-serving brethren.


And yet altruism exists.


I know this from personal experience. When I was nineteen, an altruistic stranger saved my life, gaining nothing in exchange for the risks he undertook to rescue me. And he was just one of many. Carnegie Hero Fund Medals are awarded every year to dozens of Americans who risk their lives to extraordinary degrees to save the lives of strangers. Over one hundred Americans a year undergo surgery, at no small risk to themselves, to donate a kidney to a stranger, often anonymously. Millions of people around the world donate bone marrow or blood – smaller sacrifices, certainly, but with no less noble a purpose: to help a stranger in need.


Until recently, there was no clear scientific explanation for actions like these. Since Darwin’s era, biologists have developed models to explain altruistic behaviour, but these models focus on altruism aimed at helping close kin or members of one’s own social group. For example, some altruisms towards kin can be explained via inclusive fitness. Inclusive fitness dictates that an altruistic behaviour can evolve if its beneficiary shares enough genes with the altruist to compensate the altruist for the risk he or she has taken. It explains why colony-dwelling creatures like ground squirrels sound an alarm when a predator approaches. These calls attract the predator’s attention and put the caller at risk, but they also help close relatives in the colony escape danger. Inclusive fitness may also explain why humans prefer to donate organs to close family members instead of strangers or friends. If you donate a kidney to your sister and she goes on to bear your nieces and nephews, they will carry some of your genes into the next generation. You may not personally benefit from your generosity, but your genes will, which makes the risk worthwhile from an evolutionary point of view.


What about altruism towards distantly related or unrelated others? Some such altruism takes the form of reciprocal altruism, which relies on the expectation that the beneficiary will one day return the favour. For example, vampire bats famously regurgitate blood into the mouths of even unrelated colony-mates who cannot find food and are at risk of starving. Their generosity pays off, though. Bats are more likely to receive blood buffets in the future from those with whom they have shared in the past. Humans engage in similar acts of reciprocity all the time, minus the regurgitation. You have probably lent a neighbour sugar or bought your colleagues coffee with the expectation that they will eventually reciprocate. Reciprocal altruism nearly always benefits members of the altruist’s social group, who are more likely to be willing and able to return the favour later than would a passing stranger. This form of altruism is really a form of delayed gratification because ultimately the altruist will personally benefit, but only after some time has passed.


Both kin-based altruism and cooperation-based altruism are widespread and valuable biological strategies. Life as a social species would probably be impossible without them. Many books about altruism explore these forms of altruism in great detail. But both of these types of altruism are fundamentally selfish, in a sense. Kin-based altruism is directly aimed at benefiting the altruist’s genes, and cooperation-based altruism is directly aimed at benefiting the altruist personally. So both of these models are useless for explaining the kind of altruism exhibited by altruistic kidney donors or Carnegie Heroes or the man who rescued me. These altruists intentionally and voluntarily risk their lives to save, not a relative or a friend, but an anonymous stranger. And they do it with no possible commensurate payoff to themselves, either genetically or personally. Indeed, they often pay dearly for their sacrifices. What could possibly explain their actions?


As in the case of insect flight, the seeming contradiction between altruism and the known laws of science often leads people to seek other explanations. Some declare all altruism an illusion. No matter how altruistic an action appears to be, no matter how great the risk and how small any possible payoff, perhaps it is really self-interest in disguise. Perhaps heroic rescuers are just looking for a rush and kidney donors are seeking public adulation. Others cite supernatural forces, calling heroic rescuers ‘guardian angels’, or altruistic kidney donors ‘saints’. Metaphorical or not, these terms suggest that whatever motivates these altruists cannot be explained by science. But scientists are patient, and time is on their side.


An avalanche of new technologies for studying human psychology and behaviour have emerged in recent decades, including new methods for measuring and manipulating activity inside the brain, acquiring genetic information and comparing human and animal behaviours. Much of this work has emerged at the intersection of established disciplines, spawning entirely new fields like social neuroscience and cognitive neurogenetics. Just as high-speed photography and robotics yielded new answers about insect flight, so has this profusion of technologies yielded new answers about human altruism.


My own rescue inspired me to take advantage of these new approaches to understand the origins of altruism. I was a college student at the time, and shortly thereafter I turned my academic focus to the study of psychology. I first conducted laboratory-based research as an undergraduate at Dartmouth College and later as a doctoral student at Harvard University. While working on my dissertation at Harvard, I made a serendipitous discovery. Efforts to find markers of highly altruistic people in the laboratory had until that point mostly failed. But I discovered that altruism is robustly related to how attuned people are to others’ fear. People who can accurately label photos of frightened faces are also the people who donate the most money to a stranger under controlled laboratory conditions, or volunteer the most time to help them. The ability to label others’ fear predicts altruism better than gender, mood or how compassionate study participants claim to be, and this relationship holds up in study after study. But the question persisted: why?


Answers began to emerge as I continued my research in the laboratory of Dr James Blair at the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH). I joined the Bethesda, Maryland, lab just as it was embarking on the first-ever series of brain imaging studies to probe what makes psychopathic adolescents tick. This required using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to scan the brains of teenagers at risk of becoming psychopaths. The results revealed that these teenagers’ brains were marked by dysfunction in a structure called the amygdala, which is buried deep in the brain’s interior and is responsible for essential social and emotional functions. In these teenagers who showed little empathy or compassion for others, the amygdala was underresponsive to images of others’ fear. Moreover, this pattern of dysfunction seemed to prevent the teenagers from identifying fearful expressions. If amygdala dysfunction robs people of both empathy and the ability to recognise fear, could amygdala-based sensitivity to others’ fear be a critical ingredient for altruism – including acts of extraordinary altruism like the one that saved my life?
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An image of the amygdala from one of our brain imaging studies.
Abigail Marsh and Katherine O’Connell.


Finding an answer would require locating real altruists and scanning their brains, which had never been previously attempted. Upon completing my postdoctoral research fellowship at NIMH, I began a professorship at Georgetown University, whereupon my research group set about recruiting nineteen altruistic kidney donors who had donated a kidney to a stranger. Some of them had responded to flyers posted by strangers seeking kidneys, and others had called a local transplant centre and offered to give a kidney anonymously to anyone who needed it, no questions asked. None received payment in exchange for the inconvenience, pain and small risk of serious injury or death that the surgery entailed. They weren’t even compensated for the days of work they missed or their travel expenses. On the surface, these extraordinary altruists had little in common – they were men and women of varying ages, religious backgrounds and political persuasions who came from all over America and told very different stories about what drove them to donate. But our research demonstrated that they did share something in common: an unusually strong amygdala response to pictures of other people’s fear, as well as an enhanced ability to recognise it.


Good For Nothing delves deep inside the human brain to explore why sensitivity to others’ fear is such a powerful marker for altruism, on the one hand, and for psychopathy, on the other. Findings from my own research, coupled with emerging knowledge from brain imaging and genetic studies, have provided new insights into the origins of empathy, psychopathy and altruism. This book considers the question of how our species came to be endowed with the capacity to care by tracing altruism in modern humans back to the emergence of Earth’s first mammals, who developed a desire to nurture and protect their offspring rather than let them fend for themselves. This desire springs in part from a chemical called oxytocin. Oxytocin is expressed strongly in the amygdala and may be able to convert the desire to avoid the distress of others into the desire to ameliorate it. New evidence suggests that psychopathy may result from breakdowns in the brain processes that evolved to enable parenting.


With this in mind, my NIMH colleagues and I developed a protocol to administer oxytocin intranasally to a sample of typical human research participants who came to the sprawling clinical centre of the NIH. We evaluated how administering oxytocin affected the deep-seated social processes that underlie the capacity for altruism, like sensitivity to others’ emotions and responses to the faces of infants. To put our findings in context, I tracked down stories of modern mammals from around the globe, from lions to golden retrievers, who have engaged in acts of extraordinary parenting. Understanding how fearsome carnivores like lions and dogs could be moved to nurture and protect creatures, like antelopes and squirrels, which they would normally hunt and kill, may hold the key to understanding equally unlikely acts of altruism in humans – and how to foster them. Good For Nothing considers whether, if the lion can lie down with the antelope (if not the lamb), we humans can learn to become more altruistic towards one another as well – and whether we should.
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THE RESCUE


OVER BREAKFAST THE morning after the rescue my mom could tell just by looking at me that something had happened. I left it at, ‘I hit a dog on the freeway.’ Which was true. But the rest, the part I couldn’t bring myself to tell her for fear she might lose her mind from retroactive panic, is the real start of my story.


I was driving home to Tacoma, Washington, after spending the evening with a childhood friend in Seattle. It was a clear summer night around midnight, traffic was light and I was sober. All that was the fortunate part. Less fortunate was the car I was driving – my mom’s SUV of a vintage that is infamous for being unstable during sharp turns. Normally Interstate 5 doesn’t require any sharp turns as it wends its way from Seattle towards downtown Tacoma. The eight-lane freeway curves only slightly as it rises up over the Puyallup River, the peeling blue mass of the Tacoma Dome looming ahead of the southbound drivers.


I don’t know where the dog came from. The overpass traverses an industrial area with no homes that a dog could have escaped from, and it has no shoulders that a dog could run along. It’s hard to imagine a less likely place to run into a dog. But run into it I did. Or rather, I ran over it. I tried to avoid it, jerking the steering wheel as soon as I saw the tiny orangeish mass streaking across the road at a speed only an absolutely terrified dog could muster. Jerking the steering wheel to avoid an animal is, of course, the wrong response. Just mow it down is what all the experts say. But my first instinct was to avoid the dog, and I had no time to override that instinct. I love dogs. I wanted a dog so badly when I was in grade school that I daydreamed about being blind so that I could get a guide dog. Recalling the feel of my front wheel rising slightly as it rolled over that poor creature still makes me shudder.


What came next was worse. The combination of the car turning sharply and then tilting as it rolled over the dog destabilized the SUV and sent it into a fishtail. It veered sickeningly leftward across two lanes, then swooped back across them to the right as I fought for control of the wheel. But by the third turn the pull of the wheel had become too strong and I lost control completely. The car started to spin. A sickening succession of images passed before me as the car carved circles across the freeway: guardrail . . . headlights . . . guardrail . . . taillights . . . guardrail . . . and . . . headlights. Then, still facing the headlights of the oncoming cars, it slid to a stop.


Getting my bearings, I realised that I was in the far left lane of the freeway – the fast lane. Only now it was the far right lane because I was facing backwards towards the oncoming traffic. Because the car had come to rest just past the apex of the overpass, it wasn’t visible to drivers coming towards me until they crested the hill, which left them with little time to avoid me. Some of them came so close before they swerved that the car shook as they blew past.


There was no shoulder to escape onto. The bridge was hemmed in by guardrails and only inches separated them from where I sat. I couldn’t have driven the car onto a shoulder anyhow because the engine had died. Does spinning around kill a car’s engine? I remember wondering vaguely as I stared at a dashboard full of warning lights, including the ominous check engine. My teenage brother and his friends spent many a snowy day turning doughnuts in parking lots, but I didn’t remember hearing that it made their engine die.


I turned the key in the ignition again and again, willing it to catch, but it stayed stubbornly silent. I knew that if I didn’t do something it was only a matter of time until a car, or worse, one of the eighteen-wheelers barrelling by, ploughed into me. But what could I do? I turned on the headlights. I turned on the emergency flashers. I had no mobile phone in 1996, so I couldn’t call for help. Should I get out of the car and shimmy down the narrow shoulder away from it? And then what? Run across the freeway to an exit ramp? Or should I stay inside where at least I was protected by layers of metal and fibreglass and airbags?


I don’t know how long I sat there, terrified, weighing these equally unappealing options. Thinking you’re about to die makes time bunch up and stretch out in odd ways. But next thing I knew, I heard a rap on the half-open passenger’s side window, on the side of the car nearest the guardrail.


I turned towards the sound and flinched when I saw who was standing there gazing in at me. I wasn’t sure whether my situation had improved or just got much worse. Tacoma’s downtown was racked by violence back then. The epicentre of the violence was the notorious Hilltop neighbourhood just to the west of where I sat. The emergency rooms of the two hospitals that stood like concrete sentries on either side of the Hilltop treated a steady stream of shooting victims, most of them either members or rivals of the Hilltop Crips. People from the part of Tacoma where I lived did not hang out near the Hilltop. We definitely did not go there and interact with men like this one. He seemed an unlikely candidate for a roadside hero. He was wearing sunglasses, despite it being the middle of the night, and an abundance of gold jewellery. His head was shaved and shone like a coffee bean. When he spoke, I thought I saw the gleam of a gold tooth.


‘You look like you could use some help,’ he said. His voice was low and rumbling.


‘Um. I think I do,’ I responded, my voice catching in my throat.


‘All right. Then I need to get in your seat.’ He gestured to the driver’s seat.


Oh Jesus, I thought. Now what? This man wants to get in the car with me? My mom didn’t even want my friends driving her car (understandably). What would she think of this man driving it? But I had zero other viable choices.


After a pause, I nodded. ‘Okay.’


He walked around the hood of the car and watched the traffic for a moment. His head bobbed faintly leftward as each car passed, like a jump roper finding the rhythm. When a gap in the traffic appeared, he moved fast. In an instant, he was outside my door and yanking it open. I lifted myself over the centre console to the passenger’s side in time for him to swing himself into the driver’s seat and slam the door shut behind him. He grasped the wheel and turned the key. Nothing.


‘It won’t start,’ I said. He turned the key again. Still nothing.


His gaze moved systematically across the dashboard and controls. It landed on the gearshift, which was still in drive. Without comment, he moved it back to park, then tried the ignition again. It caught! He pulled the gearshift back to drive, watched again for a gap in the flow of traffic, and, when one appeared, floored the accelerator to launch us in a smooth arc across the freeway. A moment later we were safe again – relatively speaking – on the diagonal stripes of the off-ramp. He eased to a stop behind his own car, a dark-coloured BMW that gleamed orange under the sodium lights. Since getting into my car, he had not looked at me or spoken. Now he turned to me, taking in my jagged breathing and my face, which felt tight and drawn. My skin felt cold, and my legs were shaking uncontrollably.


‘You going to be all right getting home? Need me to follow you for a bit?’ he asked.


I shook my head. ‘No, I’ll be all right. I can get home,’ I said.


Did I thank him? I’m not certain. I think I somehow forgot.


‘Okay. You take care of yourself then,’ he said. And then he was gone. He returned to his car, and the summer night swallowed him up.
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I never learned his name. I know nothing about him. Was he a Hilltop Crip, or was he an expensively dressed attorney or preacher or salesman? All I actually know about him is that while he was driving on Interstate 5 near midnight – Was he tired? Did he have some where to be? – he encountered an SUV marooned in the fast lane facing backwards, brights blazing and flashers blinking. Could he have even seen me inside? If he did, it could only have been for the briefest of moments. Most of the drivers passing by barely had time to veer out of the way. But in the second that passed between when he saw me and when he pulled over, he made an incredible decision: to try to save my life. He pulled into the off-ramp, parked, then ran some fifty feet across four lanes of the busiest freeway in Washington State, in the dark, to reach me. Did he have second thoughts as he stood staring at the cars and trucks blazing past him at freeway speed? If so, he didn’t yield to them.


He then tested his luck against the traffic twice more: once to get around to the driver’s side of the car, and then again to launch the car across the freeway from a dead stop. Any of those three times a miscalculation or a stroke of bad luck could have caused him – and maybe me – to die a violent death. But he did it anyhow. He did it to help me, a woman who found him frightening and couldn’t pull herself together enough to thank him. He was clearly capable of great bravery and great selflessness. He couldn’t have been looking for a reward – not even the recognition of a little story in the Tacoma News Tribune. By not telling me his name, he guaranteed that no one would ever know what he had done. He was a hero in every sense, and I am sorry to this day that I can’t tell him that, and thank him for my life.


In the immediate aftermath of that night, I was mostly tormented by fear and regret: how did I manage not to hit another car as I was spinning across the freeway? What would have happened to me if the stranger had not arrived? Would I be lying mangled in an intensive care unit in a hospital on the Hilltop? Would I be dead?


My stomach turned every time I thought about the dog that had set off the whole chain of events. Such a frightened, helpless creature, and through my own stupid actions – intended, with terrible irony, to spare its life – I had killed it. Had it suffered? I hoped not. But I couldn’t erase it from my mind. For weeks afterwards I could still see matted, orange tufts of its fur stuck to the asphalt when I drove across the bridge over the Puyallup River.


As time went on, though, a new kind of torment took hold. It wasn’t so much an emotional torment as an intellectual one. I found myself turning over and over in my head questions about my rescuer and the improbability of what he had done.


He wasn’t a singularity, of course. Heroic rescues happen everywhere with some regularity. The Carnegie Hero Fund honours dozens of them every year. Everyone has heard news stories about someone who leapt into a river to save a drowning child or rushed into a burning building to rescue an old woman. But these stories are somehow remote and bloodless. It is easy, reading them, to discount the risks and pain that the rescuers faced – the freezing, rushing waters of the river, the heat and hiss of the flames – and the feelings they must have experienced. For most people, even those who can picture the scene vividly, the outlandishness of the rescuers’ decision makes it difficult to imagine what could have been going through their heads. What were they feeling? Were they frightened? If so, how did they overcome their fear to act so bravely? The difficulty of comprehending the decision to risk suffering or death to save a stranger makes it tempting, I think, to treat the mind that would make such a decision as a locked box, remote and unknowable, and somehow fundamentally different from the minds of the rest of us.


I was stuck in the same trap as everyone else. I couldn’t imagine making the decision my rescuer had made – choosing, in a fraction of a second, to risk my own life to save a stranger. The impenetrability of the final outcome made the mental process that could have led there impenetrable as well. It was a problem with no solution, with no hint of which way the solution might even lie, and no matter how many times I turned it over in my mind I couldn’t seem to make any progress.


But as it happened, my life had just taken a turn that would begin leading me towards an answer. The previous year I had entered Dartmouth College as one of the many pre-med students in my class. It was a terrible fit. I quickly found myself fighting to stay awake during the first class period of my first pre-med biology course. By the second class, I was relying on a classmate’s trick of bringing a plastic baggie of Cheerios with me and eating one of them every few seconds for an hour to stay awake. The trick worked, but I knew the bigger picture was futile. What was I doing studying a topic that literally bored me to sleep?


As luck would have it, I had also enrolled in an introductory psychology class that term. From the first class, I was hooked. We covered every question about being a person I had ever thought to ask, and many I hadn’t: what is consciousness? How do we see in colour? Why do we forget things? What is sexual desire? Where do emotions come from? I can still picture the imposing figure of my professor, the Dumbledore-esque Robert Kleck, striding up and down the aisles of our classroom as he posed questions like, ‘Is it really true that tall people have better life outcomes?’ then pausing dramatically.


Well, do they?? I wondered frantically, all five feet of me. (They do.)


I devoured my textbook, festooning it with highlights and scribbling exclamation points and stars on nearly every page, marking all the insights I wanted to commit to memory. I later marked one page with a sticky note as well. It was a page about teaching sign language to apes, and while I was reading it I had an epiphany: psychology research is something people actually get paid to do – people can do it for a living. I decided I was going to become one of those people.
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In 1999, I put this decision into action. I moved to Somerville, Massachusetts, to begin my studies in the doctoral programme in social psychology at Harvard University. The programme (formerly the Department of Social Relations) is housed in an actual ivory tower – a fifteen-storey white stone beacon of behavioural science called William James Hall that rises high above the surrounding buildings in Cambridge. The building is named after the nominal founder of the department, whom many also consider the founder of modern psychology. The students he taught included, among others, Theodore Roosevelt and Gertrude Stein. James was the first of many prominent psychologists to work at Harvard; others included B.F. Skinner and Timothy Leary, the LSD-touting leader of the 1960s counterculture movement. Not all of Harvard’s faculty members have been illustrious. Perhaps the most infamous alumnus of the department was Henry Murray, who in the 1950s and 1960s conducted a series of borderline abusive experiments to learn about stress responses during interrogations, which some say were sponsored by the CIA. The subjects in these studies were twenty-two Harvard undergraduates, one of whom, Ted Kaczynski, would go on to become the Unabomber.


That was all in the distant past by the time I began my graduate work under two advisers with no history of abusing any participants whatsoever, Nalini Ambady and Daniel Wegner. Both were among social psychology’s greatest minds in their day, for very different reasons.


Among Wegner’s many claims to fame was the originality of his ideas. One of these ideas was critical in helping me to understand, if not altruism itself, at least why altruists are so difficult for the rest of us to understand, and why we tend to put them in a psychological box that walls us off from their real experiences and personalities.


With his student Kurt Gray, Wegner explored a phenomenon they called ‘moral typecasting’. The idea is that we automatically and unconsciously divide other people into two categories: moral ‘agents’ and moral ‘patients’. Agents are people who commit moral or immoral deeds – they rescue or rob someone. And patients are the recipients of those deeds – the rescued or the robbed. Agents are the actors, and patients are the acted-upon.


Because moral agents, good or bad, are doers, we focus on their capacity for planning and self-control and ascribe more of these qualities to them. That means we think of rescuers as better planners, as more self-controlled and more capable of complex thought, than the average person. The same goes for robbers. The outcome of their actions may be different, but what heroes and antiheroes share is that both are planners and actors. Typecasting works in reverse too. People who are seen as having a lot of capacity for planning and self-control are also allotted more moral agency. This is why we say that adults have more moral agency than children, and it is one reason why we think it’s fair for an adult to be punished more harshly than a child who commits the same crime.


But we don’t grant moral agents more of everything. The flip side of having more agency is that moral agents are seen as having less of what Gray and Wegner call ‘experience’: emotions like fear and joy, and sensations like pain and hunger. This might be because we see moral agents and patients as non-overlapping categories, and we grant patients all the experience. The patients are the ones to whom something good or bad happened, so we focus on the fear and relief of the rescued child, or the sadness and rage of the robbed shopkeeper. But the feelings of the hero who planned and executed the child’s rescue, or those of the criminal who robbed the store, get left by the wayside. This binary worldview of moral agents and patients, recognised as far back as Aristotle, typecasts heroic rescuers as people with great capacities for willpower and control, but little capacity for feelings.


These stereotypes play out nicely in cartoons and action movies, which portray heroes as stoic and impassive. Superheroes like Spider-Man and Batman, or even the nominally human protagonists of the James Bond or Mission Impossible series, might brood sometimes, but we don’t get the sense that they feel deep-seated, vulnerable emotions like fear, even when they throw themselves off the edges of buildings or dodge fusillades of bullets. Their job is to skirt death and suffer injuries with barely a grunt. It is nearly impossible to imagine Batman or James Bond screaming in terror.


So do the movies, and our own stereotypes, have it right? Does being an actual, living hero require being resistant to deep, distressing emotions like fear and panic? If we can believe a United States senator, former mayor of Newark, New Jersey, and real-life heroic rescuer, the answer is clearly no.


Back in 2012, when Cory Booker was still the mayor of Newark, he was returning home one evening with two members of his security detail. Approaching Booker’s house, they realised that the home of his next-door neighbour was in flames, with smoke pouring through the second-storey windows. In the yard outside stood Booker’s neighbour, Jacqueline Williams, screaming that her daughter Zina was trapped on the second storey of the house.


Booker said afterwards that he acted on instinct. He leapt from the car and raced across the yard past Jacqueline and into the house, with his bodyguard, detective Alex Rodriguez, on his heels. The air inside was thick with smoke. Gasping and choking, Booker and Rodriguez made their way up the stairs to the second-storey kitchen. They arrived there to find flames licking up the walls and across the ceiling, accompanied by what sounded like small explosions. That was enough for Rodriguez. His job was to protect the mayor. He grabbed Booker by the belt and started to pull him back out of the kitchen. Booker was having none of it. They tussled for a moment, Booker struggling to free himself. Rodriguez shouted at him, ‘I can’t let you in – that’s my job! I have to keep you from danger!’


‘Let me go! If I don’t go in, this lady is going to die!’ Booker shouted back.


Reluctantly, the detective released Booker, who plunged further inwards.


He couldn’t see Zina anywhere. But he could hear her voice calling faintly, ‘I’m here! I’m here!’ from a nearby room.


Booker moved towards Zina’s voice through heat so intense and smoke so thick that he could hardly breathe or see. He was disoriented and slowly suffocating. His lungs filled with searing black smoke with each breath. He realised he might be about to die. But he didn’t turn around. He groped blindly onwards through the heat and smoke until finally his hands found Zina, who was slumped across a bed, limp and barely conscious. Unless he wanted to have fought his way to her for nothing, his only option was to pick her up and carry her out. So he heaved the forty-seven-year-old woman over his shoulders and staggered back towards the kitchen, which was now engulfed in flames. Burning embers rained down on the exposed skin of his hands as he struggled back down the stairs with the help of Rodriguez. Once outside, both Booker and Rodriguez collapsed onto the ground, the mayor gasping and struggling to breathe. Paramedics loaded him into an ambulance and rushed him to the hospital, where he was treated for smoke inhalation and second-degree burns to his hand.
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Cory Booker, his burned hand wrapped in bandages, grimaces in response to a reporter’s question characterising him as a ‘superhero’, while Detective Rodriguez looks on. © NBC Universal


Social media exploded with admiration for the mayor. On Twitter, he was painted as a stereotypical stoic superhero, incapable of fear:




When Chuck Norris has nightmares, Cory Booker turns on the light & sits with him until he falls back asleep.


Cory Booker isn’t afraid of the dark. The dark is afraid of Cory Booker.





Were these accurate reflections of Booker’s experience? Hardly. In all of the interviews he gave about the rescue, Booker was blunt about what he had actually been feeling at the time:




‘It was a really frightening experience for me.’


‘When you hear somebody calling for help and you’re staring at a room engulfed in flames, it’s very, very terrifying. You know, people say bravery, I felt fear.’


‘Honestly it was terrifying and to look back and see nothing but flames and to look in front of you and see nothing but blackness.’


‘I did not feel bravery, I felt terror. It was a very scary moment . . . It looked like I couldn’t get back through where I came from.’


‘When I saw how bad those flames were and felt that heat . . . it was a very, very scary situation.’





Frightening. Terror. Terrifying. Fear. Scary. Very, very scary. Booker could not have been clearer. In a terrifying situation, even someone who acts heroically feels terrified. Forget the movies, forget the stereotypes, forget the Twitter plaudits and fight the urge to typecast: what distinguishes heroes from other people is not how they feel, but what they do – they move towards the source of the terror, rather than away from it, because somebody needs their help.


On the surface this doesn’t seem like a big leap in understanding. But as it turns out, it’s an enormous one.
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HEROES AND ANTIHEROES


HEROISM AND ANTIHEROISM both ultimately boil down to suffering. What is heroism except relieving or preventing someone else’s suffering? What is villainy except causing it? What this means, unfortunately, is that gaining a better understanding of the roots of goodness and evil, compassion and callousness, requires that somebody suffer. I found this out the hard way – hard as a fist, hard as a slab of concrete – midway through my first year of graduate school, when I was violently assaulted by a stranger. The incident served as a bizarre counterpoint to having been rescued by a stranger. I’m not exactly glad it happened, but it undoubtedly gave me a more complete understanding of the human capacity for callousness and cruelty.


It happened soon after the clock struck midnight on 31 December 1999 – that giddy moment when the world realised it would not be ending in a massive global computer meltdown courtesy of the bug known as Y2K. I, along with several of my closest childhood friends from Tacoma, had convened to celebrate the event on the Las Vegas Strip. This was probably unwise. I knew that at the time. The Strip is a bit of a mess even on a quiet off-season night. On the New Year’s Eve that marked the dawn of a new millennium, ‘mess’ doesn’t begin to describe what it was like. It was chaos, it was Mardi Gras on steroids, it was an endless sea of giddy, drunk, raucous humanity stretching for miles in every direction.


My friends and I were six twenty-three-year-old women who collectively made a second unwise decision, which was that the theme of our night would be ‘sparkles’. Sparkly dresses, sparkly halter tops, sparkly makeup. Also, silly New Year’s-themed, glitter-caked cardboard hats and flashing-light sunglasses. We were shooting for glamorous and fell more than a little short. Luckily, Las Vegas standards are not high. When, at the beginning of the night, the six of us and all our sparkles poured out of the elevator and onto the floor of the casino hotel where we were staying, the whole floor burst into spontaneous applause. We heard people shouting, ‘Whooooo!’ and thought we were the most spectacular things in town. It seemed an auspicious start to the evening.


For most of the hours leading up to midnight, we had a ball. Everyone was in a great mood. Televisions in the casinos showed that the clocks had rolled over into 2000 in Australia, and the world had remained on its axis. No computer meltdowns, no shutdowns of city grids. All the people we met, most of whom were roaming around like us in large flocks of twenty-somethings, were ebullient. Buying each other drinks, stopping to pose for group pictures – not something people normally did back then either, when taking pictures required using an actual camera and waiting hours or days to see the results.


But as the evening wore on and our sparkles faded, people’s manners started to fade as well. People – men, specifically – started getting grabby. At first it was just the occasional, seemingly errant brush of the hand. But as the hours and drinks piled up, it escalated to grabs and squeezes of breasts and backsides. By midnight, my friends in dresses could feel hands creeping up inside their skirts and down their tops when they stopped to take pictures. I was wearing leather pants and managed to escape some of that indignity, but I lost count of how many times strange men squeezed my ass.


At first, honestly, it was all sort of funny. We were drinking and giddy just like everyone else. It seemed mostly harmless – there were lots of other people around, men and women both, and the Strip was brightly lit and lined with police officers. It never occurred to me that anything worse than a little silly grabbing would happen. Then I saw someone die.


He was young, midtwenties at most. Maybe he was trying to get a better view of the Strip, or impress his friends, or maybe the night’s wild frissons just drove him to try something wild. Whatever the reason, he climbed up a metal traffic signal pole on the Strip and ventured out onto the arm that extended over the street. It was impossible to tell from below, but the wires that run through these arms are exposed. His hand made contact with one, and he tumbled, lifeless, to the pavement below. Even if the electric shock hadn’t killed him, the fall might have. I read later that he’d landed on his head. That night all I saw was a man up on the pole, and then, a fraction of a second later, he had fallen and the crowd around me was shouting incoherently. The news spread from group to group that the man on the pole was dead. We didn’t even know yet if it was true, but the night took on a newly sinister feel.


Getting constantly grabbed rapidly went from funny to tiresome to infuriating. The evening’s alcohol was wearing off, and I was tired and my boots were giving me blisters. I remember muttering to myself as I hobbled along, ‘The next guy that grabs my ass . . .’ I didn’t even have time to finish the thought before one did. I spun around and glared at him. He grinned proudly back. He was muscular and broad-faced with slicked-back and gelled blond hair. He was also very short. His face, his idiotically leering face, was almost level with my own. I don’t know if it was the leer or the gel or just that his grab was the last one I could tolerate, but I slapped him. Pretty hard too.


I saw his grin falter, to be replaced with a flicker of annoyance, and before I had time to think or duck or even turn my head, his fist was hauling back and then smashing into my face with brutal force. The world went wavy and dim as my head snapped back and I crashed down onto the concrete, blood streaming from my broken nose. A murmuring crowd gathered around me. I felt dazed, and I couldn’t get the legs and feet around me to come into focus. It took a moment to figure out that the force of the blow had knocked out one of my contact lenses. My friend Heather rushed over. She cradled me as I struggled to gather myself, the blood from my nose trickling down my sparkly top and over her hand.


As she was helping me to my feet, two police officers approached us. They were dragging a man between them – a man whose panicked face I’d never seen. They shook him by the shoulders.


‘Is this him?’ one shouted. ‘Is this the guy who hit you?’


His T-shirt was the wrong colour. He was too tall. It definitely wasn’t him.


‘No,’ I said, shaking my head, ‘that’s not him.’


They let him go, and he disappeared into the crowd. I figured my assailant must have done the same. It would be impossible to find him in the swarming sea of people. We turned to leave, and I felt a tap on my shoulder. A woman with blazing eyes stood beside me. Her breath smelled of beer as she leaned in close and murmured in a low and satisfied voice, ‘I don’t know if you saw what happened. A bunch of guys saw that fucker hit you. They chased him down. He’s pretty much a smudge on the pavement now.’
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The whole incident left me newly tormented. It all seemed so bizarre that I would have been tempted to assume I had dreamed it, were it not for the black eyes blooming across my face the next morning and the fact that my nose was crooked and puffed up to three times its normal size.


I had led a fortunate life in many ways. Intellectually, I knew that violence occurred. My hometown of Tacoma was a hotbed of gang activity throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and the local news was full of shootings and stabbings and muggings. More than one serial killer was picking off Tacoma residents during those years as well. But I had never personally been seriously harmed by anyone. The poet John Keats was correct in observing, ‘Nothing ever becomes real ’til it is experienced’. There really is no substitute for getting your own face smashed in to make you appreciate at a gut level that the world contains people who will actually hurt strangers to serve their own brutal purposes.


My roadside rescuer had made me believe in the possibility of genuine altruism. But more than that, his actions had cast a wider glow over the rest of humanity, whose capacities for altruism were still untested. Perhaps, I’d thought, my rescuer was just one of a vast swath of people who were also capable of great compassion. But what happened to me in Las Vegas didn’t stay there. It followed me wherever I went, gnawing at me, whispering in my ear that perhaps I should reconsider my beliefs about human nature. Maybe my rescuer was an anomaly, and my attacker one of many. Who knew how many of the strangers I passed on the streets every day had the capacity to do what he had done? Every man I knew reassured me that under no circumstances would he ever punch a woman in the face, regardless of whether she had slapped him, regardless of how much he’d had to drink. But the fact remained that a whole mass of other strange men had rushed my attacker that night and brutally assaulted him next. Did the capacity for such violence lie latent in many or most people? I signed up for a self-defence class, just in case.


My psychology studies offered me no comfort. Here I was at the university my Dartmouth professor Robert Kleck winkingly termed the ‘centre of the intellectual universe’, immersed in the best that empirical research had to offer about the nature of human cognition and behaviour, and most of it seemed to point to the same terrible conclusions as my Las Vegas encounter. I learned about the infamous case of Kitty Genovese, a Queens, New York, resident who had been brutally murdered on the street outside her apartment building as (so the story then went) thirty-eight witnesses watched silently, none calling for help. The results of follow-up psychology studies by Bibb Latané and John Darley seemed to confirm the reality of the apathetic bystander. I learned about Philip Zimbardo’s infamous Stanford Prison Experiment, during which a more or less random sample of Stanford University undergraduates were turned, practically overnight, into cruel and sadistic prison guards simply by donning the requisite role and uniform. So many studies seemed to convey the same message about humans’ terrible capacity for cruelty and callousness.


Perhaps the most infamous of these studies – and also possibly the most important – were those conducted by one of Harvard’s most eminent PhD students and, later, psychology faculty alumni. Stanley Milgram’s research was so controversial it ultimately cost him his Harvard job and tenure. A psychologist of uncanny brilliance and prescience, Milgram is still ranked among the most influential psychologists of the last century (number 46, to be exact). Among his many claims to fame is that he conducted the research that proved ‘six degrees of separation’ is a real thing. In 1963, Harvard hired Milgram away from Yale shortly after he’d concluded another series of studies that may represent the most notorious use ever of electric shocks in psychology research. Like every other psychology major in the world, I had learned as an undergraduate about these studies and the savage cruelty that they showcased.


But also as nearly everyone does, including most psychologists, I initially drew entirely the wrong conclusions from them.


In 1961, Milgram posted newspaper advertisements in New Haven and Bridgeport, Connecticut, inviting local men to volunteer for a study researching how punishment affects learning. When each volunteer arrived in Milgram’s Yale laboratory, he was led into a testing room by an angular, stern-looking experimenter in a lab coat. The experimenter introduced the volunteer to a stranger named Mr Wallace, who, the experimenter explained, had been randomly selected to be the ‘learner’ in the experiment. The volunteer had been selected to be the ‘teacher’. All the volunteer had to do was ‘teach’ Mr Wallace a long list of word pairs, like ‘slow-dance’ and ‘rich-boy’. Simple enough.


The experimenter showed the volunteer and Mr Wallace to their seats, which were in adjoining rooms connected by an intercom. Mr Wallace wouldn’t just be sitting, though – he would be tied down. Before the experiment began, and while the volunteer looked on, the experimenter bound both of Mr Wallace’s forearms to the arms of his chair with long leather straps, ostensibly to ‘reduce movement’.


One can only imagine what went through each volunteer’s mind at that point. Video footage shows them to be such a wholesome-looking bunch, in their dapper 1960s haircuts and collared shirts. Here they had volunteered for a Yale research study to help science and make a little money, and before they knew what was happening some mad scientist was tying a middle-aged stranger to a chair right in front of them.


The volunteer and experimenter left the room and the experiment began. First the volunteer would read a long list of word pairs through the intercom to Mr Wallace. Then he would go back to the beginning of the list and read out one word from each pair. Mr Wallace would try to remember the other word. If he guessed right, they’d move on. If he guessed wrong, he was punished. The volunteer had been instructed to pull one of a long row of levers on a switchboard after each wrong answer. Each lever was marked with a different voltage level, ranging from 15 volts at the low end to a high of 450 volts. Pulling a lever completed a circuit within the switchboard and delivered an electrical shock of that voltage to Mr Wallace’s tied-down arm.


Nearly all the ‘teachers’ went along with the experiment for a while. The experimenter reassured them early on that the shocks were ‘painful, but not harmful’. But as the study progressed and the teacher pulled lever after lever as wrong answers mounted up, the shocks grew stronger. Mr Wallace started to grunt each time he got a shock, then to cry out in pain. He began complaining that his heart was bothering him. Eventually, the shocks drew long, ragged screams from him, and he bellowed through the wall, ‘Let me out of here! Let me out! LET ME OUT!’


Then he fell silent.


After that point, any teacher who elected to carry on could only grimly continue delivering shocks to Mr Wallace’s unresponsive arm.


Only nobody was expected to carry on that far. Before the study began, Milgram had polled a number of expert psychiatrists about what they predicted would happen. They overwhelmingly agreed that only a tiny fraction of the population – perhaps one-tenth of a per cent – would continue administering shocks to a stranger who was complaining about his heart and screaming for mercy.


The experts were overwhelmingly wrong. Fully half of Milgram’s volunteers continued administering shocks right through Mr Wallace’s chest pain and screams and well past the point when he fell silent. No external reward motivated their behaviour. They would keep their four dollars and fifty cents payment no matter what they did. The only thing urging them along – very mildly – was the experimenter. When a volunteer started to protest or asked that the experiment be stopped while someone checked on Mr Wallace, the experimenter would reply, ‘The experiment requires that you continue.’ Calm prods like this were all it took to induce ordinary American men to subject an innocent stranger to terrible pain, grievous harm and, as far as they knew, death. One volunteer later said he was so sure that he’d killed Mr Wallace that he anxiously monitored the local obituaries for some time after the experiment.


Of course Mr Wallace didn’t die – nor did he actually receive any shocks. He wasn’t even named Mr Wallace. He was part of the act, an amiable forty-seven-year-old New Haven accountant named Jim McDonough who had been hired and trained for the role of the study’s purported victim.


Nor were the studies aimed at understanding learning. Milgram was really studying obedience to authority – specifically, whether ordinary people would commit acts of cruelty or brutality if told to do so by someone in authority. The research was inspired by the trial of Adolf Eichmann, the Nazi officer who carried out some of the worst atrocities of the Holocaust. Captured in Argentina in 1960 by Israel’s Mossad intelligence forces and made to stand trial for his crimes, Eichmann’s defence was shocking. He claimed to feel no remorse for his actions, not because he was a heartless monster, but because he had simply been following the orders of those in authority. Later, pleading for his life in a handwritten letter to Israel president Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, Eichmann protested, ‘There is a need to draw a line between the leaders responsible and the people like me forced to serve as mere instruments in the hands of the leaders . . . I was not a responsible leader, and as such do not feel myself guilty.’ In essence, Eichmann was claiming that his superiors instructed him that the Final Solution required that he continue.
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The seated man is Jim McDonough, known to study participants as ‘Mr Wallace’. They believed they were shocking him during Milgram’s studies of obedience to authority. At right is the experimenter, and at left is a volunteer who has just watched the experimenter strap Mr Wallace’s arms to his chair.
Obedience (1962) (documentary film), filmed at Yale University, released 1965. Courtesy ProQuest.


So he continued.


What Milgram discovered at Yale did not necessarily demonstrate that Eichmann had been telling the truth. Indeed, more recent evidence has suggested that functionaries like Eichmann were not simply cogs in a machine but were proactively and creatively working to advance Nazi causes.


But Milgram did show that Eichmann could have been telling the truth. His studies showed that, under the right circumstances, ordinary people will engage in horrific, sadistic crimes if an authority figure who is willing to take responsibility for the outcome instructs them to do so. In another era, under a different regime, Eichmann might indeed have led an ordinary, blameless life. There may have been nothing fundamentally evil about him as a person that would have inexorably led him to perpetuate atrocities. The opposite is also true, of course. Under the right circumstances, ordinary, otherwise blameless people – say, a shopkeeper from Bridgeport, Connecticut – could wind up plotting the torture and deaths of millions of innocent people. After all, the otherwise ordinary, blameless Connecticut shopkeepers and millworkers and teachers in Milgram’s studies had, to their knowledge, willingly taken part in torture, false imprisonment, and perhaps even murder in exchange for four dollars and fifty cents.


Milgram would muse in an interview on CBS’s Sixty Minutes some years later, ‘I would say, on the basis of having observed a thousand people in the experiment and having my own intuition shaped and informed by these experiments, that if a system of death camps were set up in the United States of the sort we had seen in Nazi Germany, one would be able to find sufficient personnel for those camps in any medium-sized American town.’


Nobody disputes Milgram’s basic findings, at least not explicitly. But on some level, most people also don’t really buy them. Deep down, nobody really believes that Adolf Eichmann was an ordinary guy who happened to work for bad managers. Neither do most people believe that a mild-mannered authority figure could induce them personally to override their own moral values and torture someone. Psychology students who watch the videos of Milgram’s experiments in classrooms across America every year all reassure themselves, That would never be me. So do the Internet surfers who come across the studies on Wikipedia. That would never be me, they think. Maybe some middle-aged, cigarette-smoking, work shirt-wearing, Connecticut-accented, Mad Men-era dupe would be gullible enough to follow those orders, but not me.


But midcentury conformity has nothing to do with it. Neither does gender or age or social class. Male and female college students in California who were run through a nearly identical experiment only a few years ago acted no better than Milgram’s subjects. Versions of the study have been run with varying compositions of study participants across generations and countries – from England to South Africa to Jordan – and they have all replicated Milgram’s findings. What do these numbingly familiar results mean? That none of us – not you, not me, not Pope Francis or Bono or Oprah Winfrey or anyone else – can claim with confidence that, if it had been us called into Stanley Milgram’s Yale laboratory, we wouldn’t have kept pulling those levers too.


The basic findings of these studies are clear and widely accepted. They are also, unfortunately, often misinterpreted. It is easy to draw the conclusion after learning about Milgram’s studies or watching the video footage of them that people are uniformly callous and heartless, that within each of us lies a little Eichmann content to inflict terrible suffering on strangers. I certainly did when I first learned about the studies. But in fact, this is not at all what they show.


First of all, when you watch the video footage of the studies, it is obvious that the volunteers were anything but heartless. Even the ones who kept on shocking Mr Wallace until the bitter end were visibly miserable. They paused and sighed gustily. They buried their heads in their hands, rubbing their foreheads before drying their sweaty palms on their pants. They chewed on their lips. They emitted nervous, mirthless chuckles. Between shocks, they implored the experimenter to let them stop. Milgram reported that at some point every participant either questioned the experiment or refused the payment he had been promised. When the experiment finally did stop and it was revealed that Mr Wallace was only an actor, the participants looked shaky with relief. The major reason the studies are now considered ethically dubious is because of how much the volunteers themselves appeared to suffer.


Second, the volunteers’ responses weren’t uniform. True, fully half of the volunteers carried out all of the instructed shocks when Mr Wallace was seated in a separate room from them. But at some point the other half refused to continue. Even more refused in a variation of the study in which all the men sat in the same room. On the other hand, many fewer refused when Mr Wallace was sealed off in a separate room that left him totally inaudible to the volunteers. Milgram ran these and many other permutations of the study designed to make either the experimenter’s authority or Mr Wallace’s suffering more or less obvious. The proportion of volunteers who continued carrying out the shocks fluctuated in each permutation, but never did the volunteers behave as a bloc. Inevitably, some continued following the experimenter’s orders while others refused – bucking authority to spare a stranger from harm.


It’s worth taking a moment to flip things around – to think about what motivated those who ultimately disobeyed the experimenter’s orders. After all, why not just keep on shocking Mr Wallace? In theory, if people are uniformly callous, this is what they should all have done. It was the path of least resistance. There was no external reward for stopping. Nor was it likely that the volunteers feared punishment if they kept going – the experimenter repeatedly reassured them that he would take responsibility for Mr Wallace’s fate. Did social norms constrain them? Probably not. In a situation so far out of the ordinary – leather arm straps, lab coats, a shock generator – exactly what social norms would have applied? So if our refuseniks neither anticipated reward nor feared punishment, and weren’t trying to adhere to some norm, what was left? What about compassion – simple concern for the welfare of someone who was suffering?


This seems the only likely explanation. The volunteers’ entreaties to stop the experiment always invoked Mr Wallace’s welfare. Those who eventually stopped administering shocks said it was because they refused to cause him further suffering.


Even more striking, when you look across all the permutations of the study, it becomes clear that compassion is a stronger force than obedience. Think about it this way: when Mr Wallace was seated in a separate room – invisible and audible only through the intercom – and the experimenter was in the room with the volunteer, the proportion of people who obeyed versus bucked authority was perfectly balanced. Milgram described the influences that the experimenter and Mr Wallace exerted as analogous to fields of force. That an equal balance between these forces was achieved when the experimenter, but not Mr Wallace, was standing right next to the volunteer suggests that the experimenter’s authority was a weaker force than Mr Wallace’s suffering. To exert equal influence, the experimenter needed to be physically closer. When the experimenter and Mr Wallace were in equal proximity to the volunteer – when both were in the room with the volunteer, or both were outside it – fewer than half the volunteers fully obeyed. The pull of compassion, on average, was stronger than the pull of obedience.
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Competing fields of force akin to those depicted by Stanley Milgram. An equal balance between forces is achieved only when the stronger force is farther removed from the subject than the weaker force.
Abigail Marsh.


This is an oddly heartwarming message from a study not usually thought of as heartwarming: Milgram actually demonstrated that compassion for a perfect stranger is powerful and common. This is particularly interesting given that Mr Wallace was hardly the world’s most compassion-inducing person. He was a portly, middle-aged man who wasn’t especially cute or cuddly-looking and who was a stranger to the volunteers in the study. They’d never met him before, they spoke with him only briefly before the study started, and they were unlikely to ever see him again. He never did anything for them. Why should they have cared about his welfare at all? And yet they did. They ultimately cared more about Mr Wallace’s welfare than they cared about obeying authority, even though their obedience is what everyone remembers.


Now, you could argue that compassion that merely stops someone from zapping a stranger with painful shocks isn’t very impressive. More impressive would be compassion that moved volunteers to make some sacrifice to help Mr Wallace – to give up their payment or undergo some risk to make the shocks stop. Or, even better, to offer to switch roles and receive the shocks in his place. Sadly, Milgram never thought to give his volunteers that chance. But someone else did. Although he is not as well known as Milgram, no social psychologist has uncovered more about the nature of human compassion than Daniel Batson.


Batson holds not one but two doctoral degrees from Princeton University: one in theology and one in psychology. He is linked to Milgram by only one degree of separation: his psychology graduate mentor was John Darley, famed for his studies of bystander apathy. Darley earned his doctoral degree from Harvard in 1965, when Milgram was on the faculty. Darley would probably have taken classes with Milgram, and he certainly crossed paths with him. Darley’s student Batson spent his academic career at the University of Kansas conducting research on spirituality, empathy and altruism – including one study undoubtedly inspired by Milgram’s. But Batson’s study used electrical shocks to investigate how far compassion would drive ordinary people to help a stranger.


Batson recruited his volunteers for the study – all of whom were women – from an introductory psychology course. Each volunteer arriving in the lab was met by an experimenter who told her that the other subject in the study that day was running a little late and could she read a description of the study while they waited? Then the experimenter handed the volunteer a leaflet that described a study that was similar in many ways to Milgram’s. It explained that the study was investigating the effects of electric shocks on work performance. As in Milgram’s study, Batson’s volunteers believed that random chance dictated that the other volunteer would be receiving the shocks instead of themselves. But Batson’s volunteers would not be administering any shocks personally. They would merely be watching the other volunteer being shocked via closed-circuit television while they evaluated her performance.
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