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PREFACE

[image: Image]We conceived the idea for this project back in the mid-1980s while at a small conference organized by the Social Science Research Council. This was early in the Gorbachev era, some years before the fall of communism, and tensions were running high between the superpowers. The specter of tyranny and the dangers of nuclear conflict continued to haunt the public mind. Also in the news of the day, disease and hunger in Africa were destroying millions of families with numbing regularity. Around the world social scientists were looking for ways to address these threats to humanity. At the same time, the Social Science Research Council had developed a special interest in giftedness and creativity. Someone then decided to join the two sets of concerns in one meeting. The first question behind the SSRC conference was whether there was such a thing as moral giftedness. The second was whether moral giftedness, if such a thing indeed existed, might be enlarged and brought to bear on the pressing evils in the world.

For Anne Colby and me, these questions crystallized some concerns each of us had been struggling with in our own work. By then we had both been studying moral development for well over a decade, although we had been working separately and with different methods, theories, and populations. Anne had worked with Lawrence Kohlberg on longitudinal studies of moral judgment from childhood through early adulthood. I had focused on children and adolescents and had been more interested in moral action as it plays out in real social situations than in reflective moral judgment. In addition, I had reservations about Kohlberg’s global stages and preferred a more context-sensitive approach. Still, despite our different approaches, Anne and I had found a number of professional and personal things to communicate about and had been married for some time.

The questions about “moral giftedness” struck both of us as linked to a constellation of important and unsolved concerns. We recognized the outstanding societal contributions of great moral leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi, Andrei Sakharov, and Mother Teresa. We believed that these people had developed an exceptional capacity for moral action. Although neither Anne nor I were convinced that this capacity should be called a “gift,” in the sense of a native endowment, we did believe that their lives represented epitomes of human moral excellence. Understanding how people acquire such excellence could open a pathway toward moral progress, both for individuals and for society. The problem was that Anne and I could find little in our own theories, or in social science generally, to help us gain such understanding.

With an initial supportive boost from the SSRC committee (David Feldman was the chair, Lonnie Sherrod the program officer, and Helen Haste, Howard Gardner, and Howard Gruber among the active members), Anne and I started our first research collaboration. We spent two years in search of unambiguous criteria for identifying living people who demonstrate moral excellence—people whom we came to call “moral exemplars.” We were aided in this process by some wise theologians, philosophers, and moral scholars from a wide range of doctrinal backgrounds. When we were satisfied with our criteria, we identified a number of living Americans who fit. At this point, the Altruistic Spirit program of the Institute of Noetic Sciences (Tom Hurley was the program officer) provided us with support to interview as many of these extraordinary people—our exemplars—as would agree to participate in our study. Over the next four years, Anne and I filled our schedules with some of the most memorable meetings of our lives.

When we began the study, we had little premonition of the delights and surprises in store for us. We were well aware that traditional psychological methods would be insufficient for capturing the remarkable life stories about which we would hear. So it was without hesitation that we brought some unconventional assumptions and procedures to our venture. We considered the exemplars to be “coinvestigators” in our exploration of their lives, and not “subjects” of an experimental manipulation or psychometric test. We took their own beliefs as our primary data source, and we negotiated with them our interpretations of the meaning of their life events.

Beginning with new premises and asking new kinds of questions, we did indeed expect different sorts of answers. But even our most seasoned intuitions left us unprepared for the answers we finally received. There was nothing in our knowledge of moral development literature that enabled us to anticipate the exemplars’ impervious sense of certainty, their disclaimers of courage, their positive attitudes toward hardship and challenge, their receptivity toward new ideas and goals, their lifelong capacity for growth through social influence, or the powerful role of faith and spirituality in their lives. We were also surprised by the extent of common developmental patterns among their extremely varied lives. Despite the individuality of each exemplar, there were startling parallels in how they had acquired and sustained their moral commitments. The developmental pattern of goals and strategies looked very much the same from exemplar to exemplar.

Nor were the delights limited to the scholarly realm. Unexpectedly, we soon became more personally engaged and affected than one would expect in the course of a scholarly study. Time and again, we came back from our interview sessions with an exhilarating feeling of inspiration. The object of our intellectual interest—examples of compelling moral commitment—was directly touching our own lives. Not only were we observing moral influence, but we were experiencing it as well. Our sense of scientific revelation began to merge with a more personal one. Together the two combined to arouse in us a feeling of wonder, extravagant though this word may seem in social science discourse, and the feeling endures to this day.

I recall flying back to Boston from the bleak hills of Juarez, Mexico, where Suzie Valadez spends her days handing out sandwiches and building medical clinics for families that forage in the nearby garbage dump. Suzie is not the sort of person that you find in the ivory towers of a modern university. She dropped out of school in the tenth grade, had four children, and became a fervent born-again Christian. When she saw a vision of tattered children carrying a banner that read “Cuidad Juarez,” Suzie decided on the spot to change her life. She packed her meager belongings and her children and within a few weeks had moved to El Paso, Texas. From that south Texas base, Suzie has spent the last twenty-eight years ministering to impoverished Mexicans. Often she herself has been penniless. But she has always been resourceful. Through stubborn determination and untutored organizational skills, Suzie has founded a mission, collected enough money to build two medical centers, subsidized schools, and fed vast numbers of poor (three thousand a day by one count). She has mobilized high-level government officials, businesses, and foundations, as well as troops of ordinary men, women, and young people who follow her example and make the daily trek over the Rio Grande.

While flying across the country on the return trip, my mind kept returning to images of Suzie, filled with amazement at what she has been able to accomplish. The simple effectiveness of this unpretentious woman is both humbling and inspiring. And her presence is magnetic. When she hands out sandwiches to “her” Mexican children or leads them in prayer, she is radiant, not to mention tireless. At sixy-six, she bounces from meeting to meeting in a twelve-hour day with the vigor of a teenager.

How are we to understand this? What accounts for the qualities of dedication, effectiveness, and charismatic radiance that distinguish moral leaders such as Suzie? What accounts for tirelessness in the face of daunting problems such as entrenched poverty? What accounts for joy in the face of misery and suffering?

I am reminded of some comments that Bishop Desmond Tutu made on a recent visit to Brown University.1 Bishop Tutu was speaking of Mother Teresa, clearly a living moral exemplar for this man who has himself stood as a moral exemplar for so many others. Bishop Tutu said that one of the things that most astonished him about Mother Teresa was her capacity to give and receive joy while holding a hopelessly ill infant. How could she bear the anguish of so many confrontations with sickness and death? The answer, he said, was simple: Mother Teresa was filled with gratitude for the opportunity to fulfill her own human and spiritual potential.

Among the twenty-three exemplars we came to know, Anne and I witnessed many versions of a similar sensibility. It is not so much that they overcome their fears, doubts, or resentments over the risks and hardships in their lives; it is more that they treasure the chance to take them on. The exemplars create for themselves a world of certainty rather than doubt, a perspective of faith rather than despair. Despite the frustrations and disappointments that inevitably await those who try to make the world a better place, the exemplars consider themselves fortunate to be in a position to try. They are indeed, we believe, deeply fortunate to have developed such a powerfully lifeaffirming perspective. How did they come by such a perspective? How do they maintain and enhance it through all the travails they take on?

Clearly it has nothing to do with being in a powerful or privileged position, with having access to material resources, or even with having educational advantages in the traditional sense. What, then, explains it? Is it early family influence? Religious faith? The companionship of other dedicated and principled people? Do moral exemplars have sudden awakenings or watershed experiences of some kind? Have they been affected by books or sermons, perhaps? Are we encountering a deep-seated personality disposition? Or is it, after all, some special moral gift, paralleling the kinds of talent that mark great dancers or poets?

If these questions reflect our curiosity, they also reflect our joy in encountering a hopeful feature of our national scene. There has been a great deal of cynicism and pessimism in American life over the past decade. We may read about some good deeds in the newspaper, but the brief coverage portraying acts of charity and principle always seems drowned out by a lead story on a bloody drug war or the latest billionaire’s corruption trial. We are assailed by media images of greed, corruption, crime, and violence. At such times it may seem that we are losing the special part of our national identity that represents the best of our history. One wonders whether our indigenous moral leaders are becoming extinct.

The exemplars of this book answer any such doubts. Suzie Valadez; Virginia Durr, Cabell Brand, Mother Waddles, Jack Coleman, and the rest may not all be national celebrities, but they play a prominent and influential role in American life. And they are not alone. One of this study’s many delights was the ease with which we were able to find genuine moral leaders throughout our society. Every time we explored one lead, several others turned up. We identified many more people who were worthy of study than we could ever dream of meeting firsthand.

Anne and I do not presume to have come away from this project with a definitive “explanation” or “analysis” of moral leadership. This is too complex—and too human—a phenomenon to be captured finally in any single account. But we are confident that we have gained some insight. It is insight about the nature of human commitment to morality; and it is insight of a sort that was unavailable to us before we interviewed our exemplars. We have written this book to impart this insight and to draw out its implications for how we live our lives and raise our children.

W. D.
Providence, Rhode Island
January 1992



Mysteries of Moral Commitment


In human nature, generous impulses are occasional or reversible. They are spent in childhood, in dreams, in extremities, and they are often weak or soured in old age. They form amiable interludes like tearful sentiments in a ruffian, or they are pleasant self-deceptive hypocrisies acted out, like civility to strangers, because such is in society the path of least resistance. Strain the situation, however, dig a little beneath the surface, and you will find a ferocious, persistent, profoundly selfish man.

—George Santayana




I believe in aristocracy—if that is the right word, and if a democrat may use it. Not an aristocracy of power, based on rank and influence, but an aristocracy of the sensitive, the considerate, and the plucky. Its members are to be found in all nations and classes, and all through the ages, and there is an understanding between them when they meet. They represent the true human tradition, the one permanent victory of our queer race over cruelty and chaos. Thousands of them perish in obscurity, a few are great names. They are sensitive for others as well as for themselves, they are considerate without being fussy, their pluck is not swankiness but the power to endure, and they can take a joke.

—E. M. Forster




What I do is as simple and as common as the laughter of a child.

—Mother Teresa



[image: Image]There is much in human nature to be doubtful about. For long, bleak stretches of history, goodness has seemed endangered and hard to find. In the very best of times, morality may still remain a questionable presence in human affairs. Many conclude that morality is a sentimental illusion, a high-minded rationalization, a transparent display of human hypocrisy: perhaps a figment of afterthought without any tangible impact of its own. Moral commitment, by this light, is no more than an indirect exercise in self-interest—or worse, a craftily disguised version of personal ambition. Even for those with less cynical views, moral commitment may seem uncertain and undependable when the chips are down.

Yet despite its elusiveness, morality does indeed touch the daily lives of everyone. Not only do we guide our behavior by it, but we also come to count on its many gifts, however unpredictable they may be. It is a bit like the anonymous benefactors who bless some fortunate families and groups. We may know little about the benefactors’ origins, identities, or whereabouts. We may deny their existence. Yet from time to time, often at the most critical junctures, their contributions save the day.

In the bleakest of historical epochs, there are people who step forward with noble purposes and inspiring acts. Good faith and virtue shine through their deeds; the sincerity of their intentions resists suspicion. Sometimes such people galvanize the world’s attention, gathering a large following. They provide examples for the many others who are seeking ways to express their own benevolent impulses. Other times, these moral leaders work in relative isolation, emerging from obscurity only at critical moments when an urgent need is sensed. Over the centuries, good people such as these have provided repeated proof that moral commitment is an undeniable fact, a mainstay of human existence and progress.

Human goodness, in fact, is both persistent and fragile. It appears when we least expect it, under conditions that are little understood and difficult to create. It can arise in settings that seem devoid of anything but sheer evil, deep within a totalitarian society, in a forlorn prison or concentration camp. It can vanish in the midst of fortune and happy companionship.

Perhaps this is why goodness still brings an air of surprise whenever it asserts or reasserts itself. Although goodness is as much a part of human history as destruction and bloodshed, there is often a sense of wonder when it prevails. We readily recognize it, yet we do not quite trust its strength or genuineness.

This is why an assertion of moral commitment—the sight of Mother Teresa nursing a dying child, the image of vulnerable individuals standing up against tyranny—often brings with it a sense of wonder and surprise. And perhaps this is an indication of how little we understand true moral commitment, how mysterious it seems at its core.

Part of the mystery may be the apparent contradiction embedded in any moral commitment, which, by nature, is directed toward goals that are not primarily self-serving. Only in a highly “enlightened” sense may a moral commitment be said to benefit one’s personal welfare. If self-promotion is really all one has in mind, there usually are more direct and effective ways to pursue it than through moral service to others.

Selfless goals are only a small part of the mystery. The essence goes more deeply into the timeless, universal, yet still elusive notion of character—an oddly old-fashioned word that implies personal integrity in word and deed. Personal integrity goes beyond selfless goals. In itself, a goal, no matter how noble or altruistic, can neither lend integrity nor constitute character; there must also be a moral manner of pursuing the goal. Personal integrity requires constant attention to the means as well as the ends of one’s actions. It requires standards of honesty and decency in the methods that one uses, even when one’s goals—noble or otherwise—seem in jeopardy. This is what makes integrity so difficult, so rare, and so noteworthy. This is what separates common good intentions from acts of unquestionable goodness, sustained sometimes over decades of a person’s life.

Examples of sustained moral commitment are especially striking and inspiring, for they are rooted in character and personal integrity. Such examples are extraordinary. Still, and fortunately for all of us, they are hardly unknown. In fact, they are familiar to everyone. From time to time in every community, there are people who take on moral commitments that dominate their entire lives. They dedicate all their resources to fulfilling these commitments, pursuing them with great energy and effect. These people provide inspiring examples for others, multiplying their own effectiveness by attracting waves of followers.

How is it that some people are drawn over and over again to acts that serve others rather than only themselves? How do certain people muster the courage to stick by their principles when under enormous pressure to abandon them? How can such people maintain their integrity in the face of endless temptations to compromise it?

Like many, we are interested in these questions because they go to the heart of our hopes for human life. But we have more particular interests as well. As developmental psychologists, we are curious about how character is acquired, how it grows, and how it may foster sustained moral commitment. We wish to know how personal integrity may be maintained over years of trial and temptation.

Our interest extends from the most minimal presence of morality in human life to the highest reaches of exceptional moral commitment. We consider the entire spectrum to be mysterious, wondrous, and obscure. On one end of the spectrum, we try to understand why anyone would give up anything for a moral commitment. Yet on the other end, we wonder how anyone could give up everything for a moral commitment. These are not the same questions, of course; but we suspect that they will share at least some of the same answers. There are important connections—developmental ones, we believe—between the minimal and elevated ends of the moral spectrum.

One of the themes that we shall explore later is what we call the “developmental continuities” between everyday acts of morality and the enlarged commitments of moral leaders. Great moral acts, we believe, spring from the same sources as lesser ones. Enduring moral commitment is available for all to acquire. This is because there are many commonalities between how ordinary moral conduct and extraordinary moral commitment develop. The differences between them tend to be of degree rather than quality. We do not mean to belittle the noble acts of moral heroes but simply to demystify them a bit. We wish to capture the essence of extraordinary moral commitment in ways that make apparent the fundamental continuities between it and the more ordinary moral responses that the majority of people feel.

Part of our task in demystifying moral commitment is to see beyond the myths and stereotypes that are often used to characterize moral leaders. Popular culture tends to dramatize moral heroism as if it were a magical fantasy set apart from the dog-eat-dog daily life. Such dramatizations may be appealing in a Hollywood sense, but they can discourage common identification with moral excellence (not to mention aspirations to such excellence). This can stand as an unnecessary impediment to the normal moral strivings of most people. Exploring the developmental roots of moral excellence reveals its true connections to the possibilities of growth inherent in everyone.

Our exploration will also show moral excellence in a less remote and forbidding light than many have realized. Among the stereotypical features that we did not turn up in our study were the notions that moral exemplars endlessly reflect on what is right or wrong; that they constantly struggle with temptation, fear, and doubt; that they lead grim, joyless, or dreary lives; that they fight many of their battles in splendid isolation; that they are harsh and unforgiving with themselves and their followers; or that they provide their followers with a definitive, fully formed vision as a kind of “moral marching order.” The truth, as we shall see, places moral exemplars far closer to the center of a collaborative support group. It is a picture of striking joy, great certainty, and unremitting faith; one that results in both high standards for the self and charity toward others. It is a story of selfdevelopment that extends the boundaries of personal morality beyond most people’s imaginations, and yet it is one that draws on developmental processes shared by all.

We aim in this book to explain these developmental processes and to show how some highly moral people have managed to maximize them in their own lives. As we became immersed in their stories, we found them to be deeply moving ones with a message of hope for individuals and society alike. In order to capture this message, we explore the origins of moral commitment in the life histories of twenty-three extraordinary people: How did these people find the causes and concerns that come to dominate their entire lives? We also explore the growth processes responsible for transforming their early moral awareness into a lifelong calling: How do such people develop their firm and enduring dedication to moral causes? There are many temptations and fearful risks along the way: What makes them stick with their commitments without regard to the personal consequences? How do they maintain their personal integrity in the face of demands to compromise? Beyond maintaining a commitment, growth often means expanding the commitment to encompass ever new moral concerns: What triggers such growth, and what feeds it?

Some of these questions have been raised by religion and philosophy, not surprisingly without much hope for final answers. In the social and life sciences, they have been broached all too seldomly. To be sure, there have been some empirical studies of morality’s psychological origins, but these studies have produced little agreement or shared understanding.

In recent years, social scientists have offered up a cacophony of languages worthy of the Tower of Babel to explain the origins of moral commitment. Some child psychologists have pointed to the influence of natural emotional responses such as empathy, while others have pointed to invariant processes of cognitive functioning,12 cultural psychologists have pointed to the communication of values across generations,3 psychoanalysts to dramatic personality-shaping events in the early years of life,4 sociobiologists to species-preserving instinctual dispositions, such as an inborn tendency toward altruism,5 and social psychologists to mechanisms of attitude change.6 These answers diverge radically, with catacylsmic fault lines and little common ground between them. The questions continue to elude and intrigue us.

To be fair, the field of moral psychology has not positioned itself to address the question of how either character or long-standing moral commitment develops. Much of the research on lifelong moral development has been heavily influenced by Kohlberg’s moral judgment work, or by the work of Kohlberg’s critics (such as Carol Gilligan) who share many of the same cognitivist assumptions and methods. Generally, such approaches focus on people’s theoretical reflections on real or hypothetical moral dilemmas. Moral reflection certainly has its uses: In any society, citizens must reason about complex issues of right and wrong every time they make important social choices. But moral reasoning alone does not tell us much about a person’s actual social behavior. After decades of moral judgment research, we are still highly uncertain about the connection between reflection and everyday social conduct.7

Character and commitment are played out in the realm of action, not reflection. Pondering moral problems is not the same as dedicating one’s life to their solution. The capacity for single-minded dedication to a moral cause may have little to do with the capacity for reasoning about abstract moral principles. The will to take a stand may derive from a source entirely different from the ability to arrive at a sophisticated intellectual judgment. It may even be that some people who live out strong moral commitments tend at times to be impatient with extensive reflection, as if they instinctively fear that it may lead to hesitation and doubt. In other cases, reasoning may contribute but still be only part of the story.

Beyond its focus on moral reasoning, the psychological tradition has produced some experimental studies of actual altruistic behavior. These have usually been limited to young children and generally have been done under artificial laboratory conditions. Some have been informative for the field of child development. Most, however, have represented altruism in disembodied and trivial ways. For example, one popular paradigm has been for an experimenter to “accidently” drop some paper clips and see whether the subject will spontaneously help by picking them up. In general, such studies have not been able to tell us much of note about the course of moral life outside the lab.8 The overriding problem is that social behavior created for an experiment cannot replicate the complexity, depth, longevity, or vital spirit of human morality in the world at large.9

More promising are studies that begin with people who have already accomplished moral deeds in the broader arena of real life. In a recent study by Sam and Pearl Oliner, for example, a unique and truly inspiring group of people were selected to represent “the altruistic personality”: European rescuers of Jews during the Holocaust.10 These were people living in Nazi-occupied countries at a time when even a hint of dissent meant certain imprisonment and possible death. Despite the terrible risks, these people—themselves Gentiles—sheltered and aided the Jews fleeing Nazi persecution. The measure of altruism, therefore, was taken at the study’s outset, and it was far from trivial.

The Oliners’ study was done within a fairly traditional psychological framework, implemented through a series of personality tests and other psychometric instruments. These measures yielded some informative facts about these remarkable people. Yet we wonder whether these facts have brought us any closer to the roots of moral commitment. According to the study’s findings, the personal qualities of the rescuers included a strong sense of control over events in their lives, strong attachments to others, feelings of responsibility for others, a history of family closeness during childhood, greater empathy for pain, a willingness to see different types of people as essentially similar to themselves, and an inclination to befriend others on the basis of personal qualities rather than religion or status.11

This characterization may constitute a partial explanation for the rescuers’ behavior, but we must keep in mind that we are referring to people who routinely risked their lives to shelter despised outcasts, often wholly unknown to them, in a climate of the most virulent hatred and terror. To capture the mystery of what these special people did, we surely need to go beyond their happily ordered childhoods, their sense of control over their lives, and their empathic natures. Many people share these fortuitous life conditions and personality attributes, yet not many extend themselves in the noble and courageous manner of the Holocaust rescuers. These people showed a quality of extraordinary dedication that, unfortunately, is not widely found in society, even among good-natured people raised in felicitous family conditions.

How is this rare quality of dedication developed and maintained? What, if anything, does it have to do with early experience? In asking these questions, we start with the realization that many people raised in secure, warm, and ordered family environments do not acquire this quality. We also start with the belief that some unusually dedicated people come from backgrounds quite the opposite. For all these reasons, we are skeptical about analyses that reduce extraordinary moral commitment either to social factors such as family background or to personal ones such as a tendency to have close relationships.

We are in fact skeptical about the role of any early experience in determining the course of moral commitment. One of the characteristics of highly moral people is their ability to learn from their experience all throughout life, and we shall have more to say about this quality as we describe the moral exemplars in this book. For now, we simply note that personal integrity often requires one to keep an open mind and a receptive outlook: This is a fundamental part of the personal commitment to truth that constitutes character.

In order to explore the depths of moral commitment—its origins in a person’s life, its meaning to that person’s life, its development and sustenance throughout the person’s life—we need to go beyond laboratory experiments, personality assessments, or discrete bits of family background. We need to understand the person’s life and how the person makes sense of it. The method of investigation must set the moral commitment in the context of a life history. It must establish the person’s own perspective on both the commitment and the history.

With this in mind, we look to biographical and autobiographical material for better sources of information about the development of moral commitment. We believe that the best source is an autobiographical statement systematically structured around questions about how the individual’s moral commitment originated, grew, and was sustained. The account is founded upon the person’s own recollections and beliefs. The recollections are prodded and focused by a sympathetic interviewer, the beliefs are explored and challenged, and the resulting interpretations are negotiated between investigator and subject. To this end, we arrived at what some have called an “assisted autobiography” method of case study, to be described in the next chapter and more fully discussed in Appendix B.

Something, of course, can be learned from spontaneous autobiographies left by historical moral leaders, as well as from intelligent biographies done by scholars interested in similar kinds of developmental questions. Historical accounts such as these helped us prepare for this study, suggesting questions, hypotheses, even general principles. Because of such accounts, we already had in mind a prefiguration of some key themes when we began interviewing those profiled in this book. Had we not, it would have been far more difficult for us to draw out their life stories in ways that would have given us the critical insights we were seeking.

As two cases in point, the life histories of Andrei Sakharov and Mahatma Gandhi are rich in information about how moral leaders acquire and sustain enduring commitments. We discovered Sakharov’s writings early in our study and published a speculative analysis of what they revealed about moral development.12 The Gandhi account that most intrigued us is part of a work in progress by Howard Gardner on “creators of the modern era.”13 We had a chance to read Gardner’s manuscript as we were finishing our book and found his Gandhi case study redolent of many of the themes that we were working on, as well as enormously suggestive in its own right.

Of course, neither Sakharov nor Gandhi was available to us as a subject for study. Gandhi had long been dead and Sakharov was exiled to remote Gorki for most of his final few years. In any case, we had decided to limit our study to moral exemplars who had done their main work in the United States, the only society that we knew from the inside.

Yet we remain struck by how closely the patterns that we found among our twenty-three moral exemplars resembled those in biographical accounts of Sakharov, Gandhi, and other extraordinary men and women. Clearly, we cannot examine historical accounts in anywhere near as great detail as we can cases where we are able to sit down with our subject and ask questions and discuss interpretations. But the historical cases help place the patterns in the perspective of another time and place, and they are illuminating because the life details of historical figures are already common knowledge. Because the lives of Sakharov and Gandhi are widely known and revered at the current time, we cite them here as a means of introducing some themes in this book.

THE DEVELOPMENT TRANSFORMATION OF MORAL GOALS

Sakharov’s memoirs are particularly revealing on the question of how moral commitment develops throughout one’s life. Without doubt, this great crusader for human rights and world peace was a moral exemplar by the standards that we shall establish in the following chapter. Yet until age thirty-six, he seemed little more than a sturdy, albeit brilliant, pillar of the Soviet establishment. Sakharov was the inventor of the Russian H-bomb and the youngest person ever elected to the USSR Academy of Sciences. He was considered both a patriot and a brilliant scientist of unique stature. With these achievements, he enjoyed unparalleled comfort and privilege as a Soviet citizen of the highest order. He had distinguished himself in many ways, but societal concerns were not especially high on his agenda.

Then, beginning in 1957, Sakharov began a series of activities that permanently altered his role in Soviet society. Over the next three decades these activities became progressively more challenging to the Soviet order, and their progression reveals some features of moral growth in one exceptional adult life. The following is a rough chronology of significant events:

1957:

Sakharov became concerned about radioactive contamination following nuclear weapons tests and issued internal memoranda urging caution.

1961-62:

Sakharov personally contacted Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev in an attempt to halt further nuclear testing. He was rebuffed and told to cease “meddling” in affairs of state.

1964:

In a meeting of scientists, Sakharov criticized the enduring influence of Trofim Lysenko (Stalin’s science adviser) in Soviet scientific theory.

1966:

Sakharov went public with his dissent. In an open letter to the Soviet congress, he and others warned against the reintroduction of Stalinism. Later that year, he protested a new antislander law used to silence criticism.

1967:

He wrote Leonid Brezhnev to plead the case of two dissidents who were harshly sentenced under Soviet law.

1968:

Sakharov allowed a “self-published” work entitled Progress, Coexistence, and Intellectual Freedom, to be published in the West. The text argued mildly for détente but contained little criticism of the Soviet system. Nor did it contain secret information. In fact, Sakharov refused (as he had done before) to speak with Western news reporters because of his access to military secrets. Nevertheless, he soon lost his clearance for scientific work, effectively ending his government career. Later that year, his first wife died.

1969:

With more time on his hands, and with the termination of his family life as a result of his wife’s death, Sakharov broadly expanded his circle of friends, seeking out other intellectuals and dissidents.

1970:

With two of his new acquaintances, Sakharov started the Moscow Human Rights Committee. This group at first met to discuss civil rights and to establish links with international organizations. But as word of the group spread, it attracted countless pleas from people to whom injustice had been done. In response to these pleas, the group began functioning as a legal-aid society, conducting appeals and advocacy for persecuted people throughout the Soviet Union.

1973:

Sakharov broke with his practice of working within the Soviet system and reached out to the United Nations and other international agencies for help. He asked Westerners to intervene on behalf of Soviet citizens assigned to psychiatric hospitals, and he began granting interviews to Western correspondents. Shortly thereafter, he was officially warned to stop communicating with foreigners.

1974-86:

As the official press and other state channels sharpened their attacks on Sakharov, his criticism of state policies became increasingly broad-based and direct. This escalating cycle of repression and activism led finally to his exile from Moscow to the industrial city of Gorki.

1987-89:

During the Gorbachev era, Sakharov was gradually redeemed in the eyes of the state. He was returned from exile and even assumed a legislative position in the Supreme Soviet. At the time of his death, he was broadly accepted throughout the government as well as the populace as a man of admirable principles and unimpeachable integrity. Increasingly, the official Soviet rhetoric began to emulate ideas that Sakharov had put forth in his visionary statements.

Even this brief sketch of dramatic events in one moral leader’s life reveals some intriguing things about the growth of moral commitment. For one thing, it shows an ever-expanding course of development, not at all limited to childhood influences. Sakharov transformed himself in mid-life from a distinguished scientist to a great ethicist. His concerns and actions became more pointed, more effective, and more directed toward the broadest of moral ends.

The course of Sakharov’s transformation is informative. His first deep ethical concern—the dangers of nuclear testing—arose out of his own work on the hydrogen bomb. Sakharov came by his subsequent concerns less directly and more as a part of new social relationships. For example, his active engagement in the civil rights issue occurred only after he had had frequent communications with a group deeply concerned with this matter. Sakharov was initially drawn into contact with these people because his nuclear testing concerns matched theirs. As his new colleagues shared information and insights with him, he was introduced to a broader set of issues and induced to extend his activism accordingly.

One of these transitions came after he had finished a successful petitioning campaign aimed at freeing a biologist who had defied Stalinist dogma. His collaborators in this campaign then initiated the idea of forming a committee to observe dissident trials generally. (Sakharov recalls being told by a friend at the time, “One of the problems in getting involved with us is you do something and we’re right on top of you to do something else.”) This idea was to become Sakharov’s Committee on Human Rights. It is clear from Sakharov’s account that the committee was a venture developed jointly with his new associates. This collaboration provided Sakharov with an intimate form of social guidance, which gave birth to a new and broader set of ethical goals.

Through all of this, there was an intricate relationship between Sakharov and the many followers that he attracted and inspired. And the direction of influence went both ways: Sakharov was as much affected by his colleagues as they were by him. Although he was clearly the leader who galvanized support for the cause of human rights, Sakharov continued to learn from his “followers” throughout his career as an activist. We shall see a similar reciprocity of influence in the stories of all our moral exemplars.

It is also significant that Sakharov’s original plans for the committee were simply to study and “witness” the trials, not to advocate directly on anyone’s behalf. Studying, of course, was a course of action quite familiar and comfortable to Sakharov the scientist. Only later, and under the influence of compelling urgings and observations, did he himself take direct public action. His transformation was gradual and his actions always measured. But he came a very long way from where he started, largely because he was always receptive to change and growth.

What makes some extraordinary individuals receptive to lifelong moral change while others “shut down” developmentally at some point in adolescence or adulthood? This is one of the central questions of our study. Because we did not have the opportunity to interview Sakharov, we cannot answer this question in the context of his life. But from what little we do know, we can see a striking openness to moral change that we might call an “active receptiveness” to particular sorts of social influence.

There are two things we can say about this active receptiveness. First, as we noted, the simple fact that it existed signifies a propensity toward ethical growth even late in life. Second, it is not a blanket receptiveness toward just any sort of social influence. Witness, for example, Sakharov’s strenuous resistance to Soviet governmental pressures to conform. Sakharov’s active receptiveness was predirected toward a moral influence that he could not yet define but was prepared to recognize.

It is important to emphasize that, at each step in his evolving moral engagement with the Soviet dissident community, Sakharov actively chose to move forward rather than to withdraw. The direction and shape of his moral growth was forged by the continual interplay between him and his chosen community. The social influences in Sakharov’s life cannot be understood without knowing what both he and his chosen colleagues brought to the process.

In Sakharov’s case, we know from his writings that he brought to this social process an ethical framework for interpreting events through certain key moral values. For Sakharov, the values of truth and justice were so central to his own personal identity that he could not allow himself to draw back from the challenges he encountered regardless of the conflicts and risks they presented. The new people in his life posed these challenges for him, directing him toward actions that accorded with his ethical framework. His friends and colleagues did not create Sakharov’s moral potential, but they certainly broadened it and helped him realize it.

If Sakharov’s colleagues provided him with a kind of positive social guidance, the Soviet system of sanctions did just the reverse. As he became an “enemy of the people,” Sakharov began losing the incentive to sustain a connection with the social order. During the bleakest, pre-Gorbachev days, he almost gave up hope of working within the system, and as a consequence, his actions became more radical. He began to think of his mission as one of creating ideals rather than actually effecting changes in an almost immutable system. He said: “There is a need to create ideals, even though one can’t see a route by which to achieve them; because if there are no ideals there can be no hope, and then one is completely in the dark, in a hopeless, blind alley.”

The system, through its punitive rigidity, led him to a state of detachment from it. In its place, Sakharov substituted a system of moral values that one can only call universal. In his Nobel Peace Price address (delivered in Stockholm by his second wife, Elena Bonner), Sakharov wrote, “Peace, progress, human rights: these three goals are indissolubly linked. It is impossible to achieve one if the other two are ignored.” Yet even at these lofty heights of insight, Sakharov’s moral search for still more worthy goals did not come to rest. At the end of the address, Sakharov wrote, “We must make good the demands of reason and create a life worthy of ourselves and of the goals we only dimly perceive.”

It was fortunate that Sakharov lived to see some of his “dimly foreseen” goals introduced into his nation’s civic consciousness. Many moral leaders are not that lucky. They must take their contributions to human goodness on faith.

There are many mysteries in the lives of moral exemplars such as Andrei Sakharov, and they cannot be contained by simple normative formulae that connect early events or ingrained tendencies to later moral excellence. Moral commitment is a continually evolving process that implicates every part of one’s personal and social world. Gaining a good view of this process means taking into account the person’s whole life. As part of this, it also means obtaining—and taking seriously—that person’s moral perspective.

The life of Sakharov exemplifies developmental patterns that run throughout the lives of the exemplars in this book. The adult transitions of every moral exemplar chronicled in our study have been marked by a quality of active receptiveness to progressive social influence as well as by the process that we call the developmental transformation of goals.

THE RECIPROCAL NATURE OF SOCIAL INFLUENCE

Both Sakharov and Gandhi, like all our moral exemplars, communicated actively with small groups of supporters throughout their entire careers. The relations between the exemplar and the group are reciprocal in their influence and are mutually transformative. Initially, there is a partial match of goals between the two. Then there is a communication of new information and concerns, followed by an engagement in new activities, followed finally by the adoption of broader moral goals. In this manner, transformative social influence continues through one’s life span. It is not contained alone in early experiences, in onetime dramatic incidents, or in determinative personality characteristics, although any of these may play a role. The chief operative force is social communication and support. In the course of such communication, the leader paradoxically draws developmental benefits from the feedback of followers.

Gandhi’s innovative use of nonviolent methods (a fast and a labor strike) during a dispute with the British drew heavily upon the network of support that Gandhi had established with his faithful followers. As Howard Gardner explains it, “From one perspective, Gandhi may look like the creator who invented himself; but from another perspective, he benefited from the most family-like support system during the moments of his most daring and decisive breakthrough.” All throughout Gandhi’s creative moral odyssey, Gardner writes, “His experiments were carried out partly inside his own head but partly in consort with other individuals, whom he attempted to engage in his several missions.” Writing generally of Gandhi as well as all of the modern “creators” that he studied, Gardner concludes, “the creator required both affective support—someone with whom he or she felt comfortable—and cognitive support—someone who could understand the nature of the breakthrough.”

As for the nature of Gandhi’s relationships with his supporters, there was the same peculiar mix of directedness and receptiveness that we found among many of our twenty-three exemplars. Gardner describes the quality of Gandhi’s social communications this way: “Gandhi got away with [his] dictatorial arrogance because he at least listened carefully to what others said, because he had a sense of humor about himself, and because he could openly admit mistakes and change his mind….”

Sakharov and Gandhi were both influenced by historical moral figures as well as contemporaries. A distinguished American educator recalls Sakharov telling him on a visit to Moscow that his (Sakharov’s) greatest personal debt was to Martin Luther King, Jr., whom he had never met.14 Gardner writes that Gandhi adapted his highly effective nonviolent techniques from writings and sayings of Christ, Thoreau, Tolstoy, and Socrates.

CERTAINTY AND MORAL COURAGE

The lives of Sakharov and Gandhi also demonstrate a combination of great certainty about moral principles—combined, as noted above, with an open-mindedness about new facts and their implications. Perhaps this seems a curious combination on its surface, but it is a highly effective one for moral leadership, for it enables one to be both steadfast and adaptive.

Like all the exemplars in this book, both Sakharov and Gandhi subjected themselves to great risks. It is noteworthy that, in his Memoirs, Sakharov seldom (if ever) remarks on his own moral courage. It is as if he assumes that he has no choice in matters of principle. Courage seems moot, even unnecessary, in such a light. This, too, is a pattern that we observed in our twenty-three exemplars.

As for Gandhi, Gardner notes: “Not infrequently, Gandhi placed himself at risk…. Yet he refused to sacrifice his principles. Indeed, far from intimidating Gandhi, these encounters with harsh and sometimes unyielding reality strengthened [his] resolve.”

POSITIVITY AND FAITH

Despite the dismal events that he had witnessed, Sakharov’s public lectures expressed unremitting faith in humanity and its future. For Gandhi, such faith was an integral part of his moral, religious, and personal self. This quality of positivity—a capacity for finding hope and joy even while frankly facing the often dreary truth—was a striking characteristic in most of our moral exemplars. It is a capacity that enables them to endure circumstances that would be dispiriting for others.

We find such positivity in Sakharov’s Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech, in which he affirms “our sacred endeavors in the world” while fully recognizing the dreary failure of his native civilization. We do not, however, find this spirit of positivity throughout the memoirs themselves. The tone is more angry, defiant, and bitter than we should have expected—although, as we shall see in at least one of our chapter profiles, such sentiments dominated the tone of a few of our exemplars as well. Similar to Sakharov, these were people whose moral commitments forced them to spend their lives fighting great injustices.

THE UNITING OF SELF AND MORALITY

Beyond these general themes, moral leaders such as Sakharov and Gandhi show a unity of self that we find remarkable as well as informative. There is little separation in Sakharov’s writings between his moral life, his personal life, and his professional life. Unlike most people, he does not compartmentalize his concerns. Gandhi renounced all personal pleasures other than his moral mission, pursuing, as Gardner writes, a “life of saintlike simplicity” in which “he shrugged off worldly possessions, ate and drank abstemiously, wore few pieces of clothing, lived with as few creature comforts as possible.” One of Gandhi’s close supporters described Gandhi’s “irresistible” quality this way: “He said what he believed and put into practice what he said, so his mind, spirit, and body were in harmony.” There was a quality of intended fusion between moral and personal in both Sakharov’s and Gandhi’s lives. Personal concerns became inseparable from moral ones. In many instances, they were by choice perceived as the same concern.

In his Memoirs, Sakharov himself does not reflect upon this fusion, nor upon any of the common themes that we have identified (we have not examined Gandhi’s writings on this score). Why would he? These are our themes, extracted by our interpretive framework for the purpose of answering the social and psychological questions that drive us. Because our access to Sakharov’s life is limited to his unadorned autobiographical statements, we cannot get his direct feedback either on our specific questions or on the themes that we have detected. We have only an incomplete data source and no means through which to verify our impressions.

Life histories of moral leaders such as Andrei Sakharov and Gandhi can yield speculative insights concerning certain developmental patterns, but they cannot suffice for a full or definitive account of how lasting moral commitment is acquired and maintained. There are many direct questions that we need to ask a person if we are to come away with a sense of the individual’s moral experience and moral perspective. There is much that we must know about how fears are conquered, how challenges are approached, how choices are made, and why other choices are not made. Only an in vivo methodology can explore such issues adequately. Historical studies cannot fully address issues such as the development of moral commitment, because, to put it simply, their subjects are dead. As such, they are unavailable for participation in the study’s mission. No matter how rich the historical record, there is no substitute for questioning, probing, and counterprobing the subject of an investigation.

What is more, the direct questioning becomes especially powerful when the same questions and probes can be directed toward a number of people. This provides a standard of comparison that can validate the investigator’s interpretations. In the absence of any firsthand questioning, and without any standard of comparison, the interpretations are very difficult to evaluate or generalize. This is the case even when the interpreter is brilliant and imaginative. Erik Erikson’s studies of Martin Luther and Gandhi, for example, are brimming with insight, but they are also marked by a speculative and idiosyncratic flavor that inevitably reduces their value.15 In the end, they tell you more about the creative gifts of their author than about the developmental processes responsible for the subjects’ moral commitment.

In Chapter 2 and Appendix B we discuss the in vivo methods that helped us gain more direct access to the lives and perspectives of our twenty-three moral exemplars. Ironically, the major inspiration for our choice of methods came from a thirty-year, in-depth exploration of the lives of nine hundred Belgian murderers—not, one would think, a sample that has much in common with American moral exemplars.16 The director of the Belgian study, criminologist Jean-Pierre DeWaele, refined a method of “assisted autobiography” that does rare scientific justice to the lives and perspectives of the study’s participants. The aim of an assisted autobiography is to gain access to a person’s own interpretations of his or her life as an invaluable source of insight. Recognizing that all of us are unavoidably subjective about our lives, one does not rest there; instead, in a sense, one begins there. We devised the interview procedures in our study with this aim in mind.

Our true beginning, though, was not in the questioning of moral exemplars but in finding some to study. What is a “moral exemplar”? How can one be identified? In a study such as ours, how can we be sure that we are not just selecting people whom we personally admire or who simply match our own biases? Are there any objective criteria for moral leadership? These difficult questions are crucial for understanding what moral commitment is and how it develops. We address these questions in Chapter 2.

THE IMPORTANCE OF MORAL LEADERSHIP IN AMERICA TODAY

No psychological study can be dissociated from the social and cultural context in which it is set. We noted earlier the questions that drove us as developmental psychologists to this study. But we are also Americans who care about the moral future of our country. Like many, we see our democratic republic as a “work in progress.” This gives us further interest in American moral leaders, beyond our focus on the dynamics of their individual development, for we believe that the course of any society is largely determined by the quality of its moral leadership.

Our investigation by choice focuses on those who have lived and worked in the United States. It is a diverse group, drawn from across the ideological, religious, ethnic, and economic spectra of contemporary American society. Despite the group’s diversity, the moral leaders all have at least two things in common. First, they all have acquired, developed, and maintained firm commitments to moral causes over decades of social engagement. Second, they have done much of their work in the United States. It is in this country that they have touched many people with their dedication and talents.

Now there are those who believe that contemporary American society provides a barren climate for sustaining a moral life, and much public discourse in recent years has supported this view. Increasingly during the past decade, the media has portrayed the American cultural landscape as being a terrain overgrown with hedonistic values. Television shows highlight the “rich and famous” single-mindedly pursuing flamboyant life-styles. Newspaper columnists have used the phrase “decade of greed” so often that it has become an unquestioned symbol of our recent past—a past supposedly dominated by acquisitiveness, self-promotion, and materialism. In this vein, major social analyses of the day have portrayed a “culture of narcissism” in which altruistic community engagements have become the exception rather than the rule.17

We have some doubts about this view. From the perspective of history, our recent past has continued the moral traditions that have existed in American society from the earliest days. Naturally, it is true that, as in any society at any time, there are self-serving people who promote themselves to social prominence. But there are also those who dedicate their lives to ethical principles and noble pursuits; and these people also contribute importantly to the cultural climate.

Fortunately, we get some sense of this, even from the daily news. The media from time to time give us glimpses of courageous people dedicating their lives to the common good. In fact, no doubt as a reaction to the most extraordinary demonstrations of blatant greed in the 1980s, there recently have been special attempts to highlight the activities of highly altruistic individuals. The work of such people, though, is rarely glamorous enough for much in-depth or extensive coverage. So the glimpses we get are brief and occasional, leaving the impression of isolated life rafts floating in a sea of indifference.

Still, there may be more here than meets the eye. In his book Local Heroes, community psychologist Bill Berkowitz paints a very different picture.18 Amid all the squalor and corruption of modern life, there are many ordinary people, “local heroes,” struggling against the tides of decay and misery. Most, perhaps all, communities have such people. They are the ones who create and sustain the bonds essential for civilized social existence. Without them, in fact, there could be no true communities in the first place. Through a simple one-year search, Berkowitz was able to identify over four hundred such people throughout the United States. He interviewed some twenty of them about how and why they do what they do and presented these interviews in his book in fairly undigested form.

Reading what Berkowitz’s “local heroes” have to say about their lives, one cannot help but think of the word character. Berkowitz himself calls it “old-fashioned virtue.” He cites qualities such as (his words) “commitment … hard work … persistence … considerate treatment of others … riskiness … tolerance … optimism.”19 Berkowitz’s heroes exemplify these abstract qualities in the sense that these people bring the qualities to life with their own actions. It is precisely these qualities, along with some important others (honesty, integrity, fairness, humility, faith) that constitute personal character.

Exemplary character of the sort Berkowitz has chronicled is, in fact, part of our national heritage. American history is full of women and men who have spent their lives selflessly ministering to the poor and forgotten, fighting tyranny and injustice, healing the sick, teaching the ignorant, enfranchising the powerless, and serving spiritual values through their deeds and words. With songs, national holidays, stamps, and displays we celebrate the great moral leaders of our past: Harriet Tubman, Abraham Lincoln, Susan B. Anthony, Florence Nightingale, Martin Luther King, Jr., and others. Many more were known only locally and are now largely forgotten. At certain historical junctures, ethical concerns may be submerged, but public respect for exemplary character is deeply ingrained in the American tradition and never far from the surface. Our recent past, it is true, has been portrayed as one of rampant, unashamed avarice. The unscrupulous and power-hungry have captured the spotlight with their misadventures. But perhaps now we can look back upon this purportedly unexalted epoch and see that naked greed was never the all-encompassing theme. Genuine moral heroes have remained active and effective in many walks of American life, however quietly and off center stage. The journalistic accounts by Berkowitz and others provide glimpses of such people. During our own travels, we have made many additional sightings. In fact, before our study even began we were surprised by an unexpected finding: As we met and interviewed people across the United States in preparation for this book, we discovered in virtually every place we looked many more dedicated moral leaders than we could ever study. They are by no means an endangered species.

The moral exemplars that we encountered are wrestling with classic societal problems in contemporary guises. They strive to find shelter for homeless families in communities where housing has become unaffordable. They campaign against racism and bigotry. They educate the illiterate. They feed the hungry. They work for peace. They introduce moral and religious values into communities torn by drug wars. They hold themselves to uncompromising standards of integrity. They set inspiring examples for others by conducting their affairs with exceptional honesty and decency. Such moral exemplars can be found in business, civil service, education, religious organizations, and community action groups throughout the land. They are widely distributed throughout our ethnic, socioeconomic, and religious subcultures and across the ideological spectrum of American political belief.

We want to know more about how exemplary “character” of the sort demonstrated by Berkowitz’s local heroes is formed. And it is all the more intriguing to think about how it is formed in a cultural climate so widely characterized as materialistic and narcissistic. How may exemplary character be formed and how may it be sustained throughout a contemporary American life?

Berkowitz’s treatment cannot answer this question for us. It gives us rich but wholly unstructured interview material. With no systematic questioning about the past and present influences that may have shaped his heroes’ moral character, Berkowitz can do little more than fall back on uninformative truisms in his analysis. He concludes that his heroes are distinguished by a “belief in and reliance upon … virtue, the kind instilled by parents, taught by Sunday Schools and scout troops.”20 Parents, church, and scouts may well have played key roles in his heroes’ early lives, but they certainly were not the only important ingredients in the development of their moral character. As for even these key influences, we need to know much more about how they worked in these particular lives. After all, many of us have been exposed to parental teachings, church, and scouts without going on to assume a lifelong moral commitment of heroic proportions. What makes the difference? Where do such values and personal strengths come from? What are the challenges and temptations that arise and how are they conquered? What makes some individuals stand out from the crowd in their determination to live a moral life?

We do not ask such questions in order to deify or glorify certain people. We do not wish to promote a new canonization ritual. Rather, we are interested in persons of exemplary moral character because we believe that, in the long run, they exert an extraordinarily beneficial influence on civilization. If one believes at all in the tortuous course of the human race toward a finer moral sensibility (and we do), one can hardly imagine any progress toward that end without the critical contributions of moral leaders. The milestones of moral history are marked most of all by the words and deeds of highly dedicated individuals. We also believe, as we said at the outset, that there are developmental continuities between ordinary and extraordinary moral achievement. The difference is a matter of degree rather than kind. Understanding how some individuals acquire great moral strength can help bring some degree of moral excellence within everyone’s reach.

The sight of a highly virtuous person living a life dedicated to moral causes can have a powerfully influential effect on other people’s moral behavior. As a rule, people are far more captivated by the example of a human life than by an ideational treatise. The extraordinary influence of moral exemplars is due in large part to this natural human preference for personal embodiments over abstract notions. When a human life comes to represent a virtuous quality, that quality gains an appeal that could never be realized through ideas alone. The quality becomes “personified,” a symbolic process not unlike metaphoric or rhetorical thinking. Like many other symbolic processes, personification is a powerful mover of human feeling and action. By bringing abstract ideas literally to life, it not only communicates elusive notions but also spurs their implementation. Its symbolic force can compel action just as a great poem or song can compel deep emotion.

In the course of human events, moral values have been most convincingly demonstrated and communicated through the personification of good in individual lives. Moral behavior and moral influence of every kind rely heavily on such personification. This may be inevitable, because moral choices are constructed in relationships with real people, and moral ideas have behavioral meaning only as they are actively interpreted in human relationships. Moral personification is a ready-made means of creating such interpretations, since it brings with it direct illustrations of human action as well as an inspirational example of virtue embraced.

Adding to this interpersonal force is a widespread human tendency that social psychologists have called “minority group polarization.” Dramatic and extreme forms of behavior capture people’s attention. By definition, behavior that seems dramatic and extreme will be the work of the few, because if everyone did it, it would no longer seem very dramatic and would certainly not be perceived as “extreme.” When a few people, a minority of the populace, capture the attention of the majority, a number of things can happen. The majority can ignore the minority; it can repress it; it can choose to encourage the minority; or it can even emulate the minority. Social scientists have found that, when the minority’s behavior is perceived as both extreme and virtuous by the majority, sooner or later the majority will move in the direction of the admired minority. The eminent European social psychologist Serge Moscovici has written: “It is also well known that when an individual adopts a behavior that most individuals would themselves like to carry out, he serves as an example and has a liberating effect” (emphasis in original).21

Of course, it takes a highly unusual person to pursue virtue in the extreme, especially when the majority is busily pursuing less noble goals. Swimming against the tide for any extended period of time is a stressful and debilitating experience for most. But there are individuals in every walk of life who willingly shoulder the lonely burdens of uncommon efforts. Without this kind of minority effort, it is hard to imagine progress in any field of human endeavor. In the long run, such minorities, when right, generally do reshape the majority rather than vice versa. A Christ or a Galileo can be persecuted during his lifetime; a Susan B. Anthony can be ignored and ridiculed for long, lonely stretches of years; even a Winston Churchill can be relegated for a time to a political wilderness—but eventually, if there is truth to the message, stubbornly maintained, the majority will listen. It is the ultimate hope of humanity that this process will slowly transform our moral affairs for the better, just as it has moved us forward in science, the arts, medicine, and so on. From this hope is born the realistic expectation that there will be moral innovation and progress in each generation as well as new solutions to enduring social ills.

What kinds of people will lead this movement? Who will keep alive our hopes for the moral improvement of the human race? What are they like and how did they come to be that way? What gives them their special sense of mission? How do they stick with it in the face of hardship, opposition, and social indifference? What gives them their capacity to lead? Their courage? Their moral insight?

It is urgent that we search for answers to these questions. For all of the fascination of the existing journalistic portraits, we rarely get far enough beneath the surface to obtain the answers that we need. Nor are the studies that attribute moral excellence to upbringing, good family background, or early experience particularly convincing.

To answer questions about the genesis and course of moral commitment through one’s life span, sustained moral accomplishment must be examined as the dramatic and heroic occurrence that it is, and not just as another benign by-product of a decent conventional upbringing. We must appreciate the lives and perspectives of moral leaders in a way that captures the uniqueness and integrity of those lives and perspectives. We must try to understand what is special about such people and how they got that way.



Identifying Moral Exemplars and Studying Their Lives

[image: Image]When we began this study, we were aware that everyone, including the two of us, has ideological biases that influence how he or she construes morality. We were determined not to let our own biases dictate our choice of subjects, choosing only people we happened to like or agree with. Instead, we wished to study a group of people who would be recognized as highly moral even by those who disagree with their beliefs or approach life with different ideologies.

In order to accomplish this, we needed to develop formal criteria for identifying moral exemplars. We also needed to establish a nominating process that allowed input from individuals with a range of religious, cultural, and ideological perspectives. It was through this nominating process that we were able to distance our personal values from the selection of the study participants and cast a broad net that went beyond the limitations of our own circles of acquaintances in terms of class, race, occupation, and political perspective.

Our efforts to develop nominating criteria were guided by our desire to frame the notion of a highly moral person in a broad yet coherent manner. This was a challenging task. Who could possibly be in a position to call another person “moral”? Wouldn’t people with different values make entirely different determinations? Unquestionably, all through history, one person’s hero has been another’s villain. Even revered spiritual leaders such as Jesus or Mohammad were reviled by many of their contemporaries. Such a phrase as “moral exemplar” will always provoke skepticism, because people not only disagree about the nature of moral standards but also about how to evaluate whether a particular individual’s behavior reflects such standards.

Part of the inevitable controversy reflects social, cultural, and political differences among people. Values vary widely within and across societies. Beliefs vary in important ways across religious, political, and cultural groups. As for moral heroes, most people naturally tend to admire those who share their beliefs and to judge harshly those who express opposing opinions. There are not many pro-choice advocates who will select their moral heroes from the ranks of the pro-life movement, or vice versa.

Moreover, people differ not only in their values but also in their assessment of the facts about other people. There are multiple sources of information about any individual, and such information may be interpreted in a multiplicity of ways. Often the selection and interpretation of facts about a person are shaped by, and further exaggerate, one’s evaluative biases. This can greatly influence one’s attitude toward candidates for moral heroism. For example, a free-enterprise corporate executive might dismiss Ralph Nader as a self-promoting careerist, whereas a regulation-minded lobbyist would see him as acting out of concern for the welfare of others. Were both to share the same perception of Nader’s real motivation, the two would find themselves in agreement on the moral worth of Nader’s actions. How people read the facts is as important as their values in determining how they size up another’s behavior.

Another source of dissension concerning moral heroes is the inevitable problem of human imperfection. Perhaps heroes and saints do not always have feet of clay, but they all have occasional lapses. No matter how great their contributions in some areas, there will be other areas where someone can find fault. The most revered public figures—the Mahatma Gandhis and Martin Luther Kings of this world—have been accused of improprieties in their private lives. Observers differ in how important they consider such faults to be when compared to the virtues these great figures stand for. Again, such assessments may well be linked to the observers’ moral and political preconceptions.

The variety in people’s moral values, and the differences among those who are revered for moral excellence, suggest that the term moral exemplar should be used with caution. We would argue, however, that the notion of morality is not entirely arbitrary or subjective.1 On the central question of what constitutes a moral act, there is a broad range of consensus within our culture, and perhaps beyond. This is not to say that there is agreement about the moral worth of every act or person. But even contending parties in social conflicts are subject to certain shared standards of truth and justice. However much disagreement there may be about values and beliefs, there is a shared consensual core, at least within the Judeo-Christian tradition, that most would endorse.

Our initial assumption was that any set of criteria for identifying moral exemplars within American society should reflect the consensual core of our culture’s morality: the pursuit of truth, the avoidance of harm, the upholding of responsibilities and obligations, the concern for human welfare, the respect for legitimate authority and human rights, the spirit of justice or fairness, and so on. Criteria deriving from such ideals would not necessarily confine us to people whom we just happen to admire; nor would they necessarily lead us to the best-loved people in the United States today. Rather, the criteria should lead us to people whose lives have exemplified a widely endorsable set of moral standards.

Let us consider now what we mean by the term moral exemplar, in contrast with how others have used the phrase. Some philosophers, for example, John Rawls, have defined a moral exemplar as a person whose actions exemplify any putative system of morality, whether admirable or not.2 The term, as Rawls uses it, is morally neutral. Other philosophers have used moral exemplar to designate those who have shown exemplary virtue in the sense of ideal moral living.3 Our use of the term is different than either of these. In calling someone a moral exemplar, we mean to imply that the individual exemplifies some widely shared ideas of what it means to be a highly moral person (and we do not mean in a neutral sense), but not that the individual is morally perfect or ideal. We were not seeking the occasional saint who lives a pure and unblemished existence, however much we might revere such a person. Rather, we wished to understand the more common life stories of highly dedicated persons who, through their sustained commitment and talents, labor to make the world a better place. Our interest was in people who have shown long-standing commitment to moral purposes, thus exemplifying good principles and virtues. We did not seek or expect perfection from our moral exemplars.

In order to identify the individuals that we would study, we worked with a group of twenty-two “nominators,” one at a time, to define criteria and suggest people who fit the criteria. Because we wanted to be sure that the criteria reflected a broad view of morality, we chose a nominator group that was diverse in its political ideology, religious beliefs, and sociocultural background. Because articulating and implementing criteria for the purpose of making nominations required some facility with moral reflection, we decided to work with nominators who had experience engaging in systematic thinking about morality.

Why use a group of “expert nominators” instead of simply sampling the public at large for its choice of moral heroes? Most people, of course, have ideas about moral goodness and can readily provide examples of what they consider to be good people. However, most people do not distinguish carefully between the characteristics they like and admire and those they consider essential to being a good person. People who have not had a great deal of experience doing so cannot be expected to explain clearly the assumptions underlying their moral judgments or to make careful distinctions and define their terms precisely. In contrast, people who reflect systematically about moral ideas as part of their professions—theologians, philosophers, historians, social commentators, scholars of ethics and morality—engage in precisely these efforts daily.

Our decision to rely on expert nominators rather than laypersons, therefore, reflected our desire to solicit the opinions of people who have already thought long and carefully about the definition and nature of morality. We expected that they would be able to identify definitional and interpretive problems in our tentative, initial set of criteria. They would be careful to communicate any disagreements that they might have with our preconceptions. Most importantly, they would explain fully the reasons and logic behind their selections.

Although a highly select group professionally, the individuals in the nominating group were diverse in other ways, including both race and gender. The group included people: with both liberal and conservative political beliefs, with a wide variety of religious beliefs and affiliations, and from varied geographic locations across the United States. (We stayed mostly within U.S. borders because we wished to focus our study on American moral exemplars.) By ensuring that the nominating group was diverse in ideology and background, we hoped to limit the biases inherent in any nominating process and to cast a broader net than our own expertise would make possible.

Our goal in working with the nominators was to develop a general definition of a moral exemplar that would include morally committed people while excluding fanatics, hypocrites, and self-promoting careerists. Our purpose was not to identify the best set of moral exemplars in the country, but to identify a group of living people that we could be confident met a set of clear and relatively impartial criteria for a morally outstanding life.

We interviewed each of the twenty-two nominators individually, presenting them with a preliminary list of criteria that we believed offered a tentative basis for identifying moral exemplars. The nominators were given the opportunity to modify our criteria, to add new ones, and delete those with which they disagreed. During the remainder of the interview, nominators were asked to suggest and describe living people who fit the revised criteria and to comment on the appropriateness of exemplars suggested by other nominators.

Our preliminary list of criteria (see Appendix A) established a satisfactory initial framework for the nominators. All twenty-two nominators endorsed at least some part of the preliminary list, and all were willing to suggest revisions or additions that would make the list acceptable to them. There was some variation in these suggestions but not as much as one might expect, especially considering the diverse backgrounds, disciplines, and ideologies they represented.

In fact, the degree of consensus that we found in this diverse group was striking. We encountered a solid core of shared belief about what constitutes morality as well as what kinds of lives exemplify it. Even across an ideologically divided group, there were some basic elements in the definition of the highly moral person with which all could agree.

Once the nominators’ suggestions had been incorporated, a final set of criteria could be established. The resulting five criteria were used to determine those people who were moral exemplars. Each of those chosen demonstrated all of the following characteristics:


	a sustained commitment to moral ideals or principles that include a generalized respect for humanity; or a sustained evidence of moral virtue 

	disposition to act in accord with one’s moral ideals or principles, implying also a consistency between one’s actions and intentions and between the means and ends of one’s actions 

	a willingness to risk one’s self-interest for the sake of one’s moral values

	a tendency to be inspiring to others and thereby to move them to moral action

	a sense of realistic humility about one’s own importance relative to the world at large, implying a relative lack of concern for one’s own ego

 


In order to understand these criteria better, let us consider each more closely. Criterion 1 centers around the notion of sustained commitment or virtue. This distinguishes people who have shown continued moral activity over long periods of time from those who have performed isolated heroic acts. Of course, heroes who risk their lives to save others on a single occasion are praiseworthy exemplars of a sort, but not necessarily the same as those who have pursued long-term moral commitments over decades of dedicated work. We were interested in the special developmental processes that account for sustained commitment rather than the single noble act.

Another key element in the first criterion is its specification that exemplars’ principles reflect a generalized respect for humanity rather than a discriminatory regard for particular groups at the expense of others. Not just any principle counts as a moral one: Principles that cause harm or injustice to some people are excluded. The wording of the first criterion implies that moral principles must be compatible with concerns for people in general. This aspect of criterion 1 is designed to weed out fanatics who are passionately dedicated to immoral goals.

Criterion 2 focuses on consistencies of other sorts: between principles and conduct; between actions and intentions; and, most importantly, between means and ends. Not only do moral exemplars hold noble moral ideals, but they also act on them in a manner that reflects the same values as their ultimate purposes. This eliminates those who espouse high ideals but rarely do anything about them. It also eliminates those who carry out ostensibly noble actions for ignoble reasons, and it eliminates those who resort to violent or corrupt tactics in pursuit of their goals. The last qualification—the means/ends issue—is especially important. The world is full of people who are ostensibly dedicated to noble causes but do more harm than good because of the destructive means they employ. Moral exemplars, in contrast with tyrants or fanatics, are rigorously principled about their methods as well as their objectives.
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