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Over the years, my students, research associates, and I 
have reviewed the literature of  psychology, ethics, ecology, 
climatology, and other areas of  study to consider the 
direction in which our world is going and what kind of  
future our children will inherit. Our previous work focused 
on the nature of  good and evil—with concern especially 
for goodness—through which we have considered good in 
the world and the application of  good to achieve a better 
world. Our books concerned altruism, kindness, empathy, 
and moral responsibility for diverse others. In this book 
we concentrate on the areas of greatest concern regarding 
our future as a species. Scholars are warning us about the 
direction we are taking in this interconnected world. Many of  these experts view our global 
situation as a “glass half  empty”; their studies reveal a future that is bleak and on the verge 
of  catastrophe. There are, however, other scholars who view the world and humanity’s 
future in more optimistic terms—those who see the “glass half  full.” My own work indicates 
that goodness, defined as concern for others and for making the world a better place, is on 
the rise. 

Making the world a better place is not simply about the glass being half  full or half  empty; 
it is both at the same time. With the complexity of  global trends comes major challenges, 
and one cannot say that one perception is correct and the other incorrect. It is much more 
complicated than that. We have an emergence of  those who see the future as promising and 
perhaps even more harmonious than we have ever imagined, as well as those who believe 
that we are declining and ruining ourselves. A number of  institutions, groups, governments, 
and individuals have taken these challenges to humanity seriously—have “seen the light”—
and are trying to do something about the future state of  the world. 

This book describes two sides to the future our children stand to inherit: the glass half  full 
and the glass half  empty of  what has been the trajectory of  the world, it seems, since the 
beginning of human history. The arc of  human progress has at times taken major leaps 
forward; at other times it appears to have lain dormant, only to burst forth with a new 
energy at a later time. In this collection of  writings, we have attempted to show both sides 
of  the picture because to do otherwise would leave this endeavor incomplete. Depicting 
only the negative would lead one to think that there is nothing positive moving us forward; 
depicting only the positive would suggest that we have no further work to do.

What kind of  future will our children inherit? It is a future like all futures—it contains both 
an evolution of  our species towards a higher level of  consciousness and a resistance to such 
change. This has been the balancing act throughout human history. It will be incumbent 
upon our children to make sure that the glass of  the future is half  full.

- Sam Oliner, Founder, Altruistic Behavior Institute
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Introduction

SAMUEL P. OLINER

Nor can that endure which has not based its foundation upon love. For 
love alone diminishes not, but shines with its own light; makes an end 
of  discord, softens the fires of  hate, restores peace in the world, brings 
together the sundered, redresses wrong, aids all, and injures none. And 
those who invoke its aid will find peace and safety and have no fear of  

the future ill.
—Jadwiga, first queen of  Poland (r. 1384–1399)

One word frees us from all the weight and pain of  life; that word is love.
—Sophocles

All that I’m saying is that the energy of  hate will take you nowhere, but 
the energy of  pardon, which manifests itself  through love, will manage 

to change your life in a positive sense.
—Paulo Coelho
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Over the years, my students, research associates, and I 
have reviewed the literature of  psychology, ethics, ecology, 
climatology, and other areas of  study to consider the direc-
tion in which our world is going and what kind of  future 
our children will inherit. Our previous work focused on the 
nature of  good and evil—with concern especially for good-
ness—through which we have considered good in the world 
and the application of  good to achieve a better world. (Oliner 
& Oliner, 1988, 1995; Oliner, 2003, 2011). Our books con-
cerned altruism, kindness, empathy, and moral responsibility 
for diverse others. In this book we will concentrate on the 
areas of  greatest concern regarding our future as a species.

The Glass Half  Empty
Increasingly, scholars are warning us about the direction 

we are taking in this interconnected world. Many of  these 
experts view our global situation as a “glass half  empty”; 
their studies reveal a future that is bleak and on the verge of  
catastrophe. Ethicists tell us that corporate greed, tax evasion 
(especially through tax havens), the outsourcing of  jobs, the 
externalization of  corporate costs (such as air and water pol-
lution, which are left for government and taxpayer remedia-
tion), and a number of  other destructive events have already 
had huge negative impacts, and that humanity is not doing 
enough to remedy it. Some even say that in the near future 
there may be wars over potable water and arable land.

Some point out that our world is becoming increasingly 
divided between the rich and the poor. Oxfam reports that, 
as of  2017, just eight of  the world’s richest men own the 
same amount of  wealth as the poorest half  of  all humanity. 
However, this great divide manifests with distinct qualities 
in some poorer countries and some democratic countries. 
For example, in many poorer countries there has recently 
been a large shift out of  poverty, while in some democratic 
countries, such as the United States, there has been a steady 
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widening of  the gap in income and wealth. At the same time, 
millions of  people continue to grow hungry and women are 
still marginalized in many societies. Women continue to face 
violence, oppression, genital mutilation, and child marriages 
and, especially in developing societies, continue to possess 
few legal rights. Regarding conflicts between nations, there is 
much strife between different ethnic minority groups within 
countries that can often spill over into contiguous regions. 
There are also movements by ethnic groups to establish 
independent nations in their eagerness to assert their au-
tonomous rights, such as the Kurds in Iraq and Iran, the 
South Sudanese in 2011, the Palestinians, as well as sepa-
ratist movements within the United States. Another exam-
ple is Catalonia, whose parliament declared independence 
from Spain in October 2017. Global, political, and econom-
ic integration efforts like the European Union, NAFTA, and 
other regional, economic, and political alliances have recent-
ly been threatened, as seen in Great Britain’s exit from the 
European Union (Brexit). Additionally, President Trump’s 
threats to dismantle NAFTA, withdrawal from the Paris Cli-
mate Agreement, and disparagement of  the Iran nuclear 
deal (also known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of  Action) 
represent further economic and political destabilization.

Scientists around the world increasingly warn us about 
climate change. Human activity continues to negatively im-
pact the earth’s fragile ecosystems in unprecedented ways, 
and the continued availability of  natural resources is now 
in question. In particular, the UN reports that the current 
world population of  7.3 billion is expected to reach 9.7 bil-
lion by the year 2050 (United Nations, 2015).There is con-
cern that snowballing national populations could deplete 
available water supplies in the near future, and that many 
countries are abusing their resources to the point where we 
may soon experience catastrophes such as those predict-
ed in Malthus’s 1798 Essay on the Principle of  Population. In 
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addition to water shortages due to population growth, cli-
mate change also threatens civilization as melting ice caps 
may cause the coastlines of  many countries to become sub-
merged in the not-too-distant future.

The Glass Half  Full
There are, however, other scholars who view the world 

and humanity’s future in more optimistic terms—those who 
see the “glass half  full.” When researching more optimistic 
schools of  thought about the kind of  future we may inherit, 
we see that there are millions of  people who volunteer in 
this country and around the world. If  they were paid for it, 
they would be earning billions of  dollars. In 2014 alone, 
Doctors Without Borders worked in 63 countries to pro-
vide 8.3 million outpatient consultations, 511,800 inpatient 
admissions, and assistance with the delivery of  194,000 ba-
bies. Similarly, Habitat for Humanity has helped more than 
13.2 million people obtain affordable housing since 1976.

In The Better Angels of  Our Nature, Steven Pinker (2011) 
argues that violence has substantially subsided in relation to 
the past, with the exception of  World War II when 60 mil-
lion civilians and soldiers were killed. He shows us that we 
have become more concerned with each other and with the 
survival of  our humanity. He also shows that there has been 
improvement in the treatment of  children and an increase 
in literacy, and that nations, having become stronger, now 
try to avoid war. In addition, there is an increase in world 
trade, and there appears to be a civilizing process as well 
as a feminizing process (e.g., women taking part in politics, 
economics, science, education, etc.) in various parts of  the 
world. Lastly, Goldstein (2011) maintains that the decline 
of  violent behavior has been paralleled by a decline in atti-
tudes that tolerate or glorify violence. In Modern Ethics in 77 
Arguments, edited by Peter Catapano and Simon Critchley 
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(2017), philosopher Leif  Wenar maintains that humanity 
is improving and that altruism is not only possible but on 
the rise.

In The Empathic Civilization, author Jeremy Rifkin (2009) 
argues that the world is evolving into a more altruistic, caring, 
empathetic, and compassionate place. He sees the 21st cen-
tury as a time when people throughout the world are becom-
ing increasingly conscious of  the forthcoming entropy, the 
destruction of  the biosphere, and the need for sustainability. 
Rifkin views the shift as an emergence of  a global brain, a 
revolution of  communication and information about what 
is occurring around the world. This rapid awareness is ac-
companied by disillusionment, which affects people’s views 
of  good and evil. It arouses an empathic response among our 
fellow human beings, which we have witnessed in the global 
response to the tragic earthquake in Haiti and other natural 
disasters. People’s consciousness can also be influenced by a 
dual inheritance from genetic and cultural evolutionary pro-
cesses simultaneously. Neuroscience and other social science 
fields see dual inheritance theory as articulating an important 
convergence between the human brain and social situations. 
According to this theory, the human brain contains mirror 
neurons that cross the barrier between the self  and others, 
allowing people to empathize with other human beings.

Another author who supports the notion of  a burgeon-
ing global consciousness is Edmund J. Bourne. In his book 
entitled Global Shift: How a New Worldview Is Transforming Hu-
manity (2008), Bourne focuses on global crises and makes 
specific suggestions for how changes could take place on a 
global scale for the better. He sees, as expressions of  global 
consciousness, processes like volunteerism and the develop-
ment of  respectful and cooperative relationships, along with 
an increasing sense of  union between all peoples and com-
passion for all beings, the decline of  consumerism, and the 
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growth of  intuitive feminine knowledge and natural ethics in 
many parts of  the world.

Other “glass half  full” scholars point to the fact that peo-
ple around the world are becoming cognizant of  the pro-
cess of  genuine forgiveness and reconciliation. My own re-
cent books, The Nature of  Good and Evil (2011) and Altruism, 
Intergroup Apology, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation (2008), indicate 
that goodness, defined as concern for others and for making 
the world a better place, is on the rise. There are many na-
tions and ethnic groups that have apologized to each other 
for inflicting harm. In other words, these nations and ethnic 
groups have apologized to their victims, who, in turn, have 
accepted and appreciated the apologies offered. Relation-
ships between harm-doers and the harmed can improve; for 
example, one might consider the current relationship be-
tween Germans and Jews, or Israel and Germany. Recently 
in 2008 and again in 2017, Canadian authorities have also 
acknowledged and apologized for their country’s role in 
committing acts of  cultural genocide against First Nations 
Peoples.

The Duality of  Progress and Globalization
Making the world a better place is not simply about the 

glass being half  full or half  empty; it is both at the same time. 
With the complexity of  global trends comes major challeng-
es, and one cannot say that one perception is correct and 
the other incorrect. It is much more complicated than that. 
For example, on the one hand we have better availability of  
technology, medicine, and food; on the other hand, this also 
means that world populations are increasing at unsustainable 
rates that the planet cannot support.

Thus, we have an emergence of  those who see the future 
as promising and perhaps even more harmonious than we 
have ever imagined, as well as those who believe that we are 
declining and ruining ourselves through rapid and rampant 
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consumerism and what we are doing to the environment. 
One can readily observe the waste that human beings are 
responsible for. Every day one sees millions of  tons of  waste 
from wrapping paper to plastic boxes infiltrating the planet’s 
ecosystems. The ocean is full of  garbage, especially plastic 
containers, bottles, toothbrushes, and much more. Some of  
this garbage washes up on the shores of  Hawaii and other 
coasts.

Peter Diamandis and Steve Kotler and other futurologists 
argue that the everyday human experience has improved 
massively for populations around the world. They note that 
the past few centuries have seen the gap between wealthy 
and poor nations close over time: people are living longer, 
healthier, and wealthier lives. They argue that there is better 
access to goods and services, health, information, transpor-
tation, education, lifesaving medicines and procedures, and 
means of  communication; also that there has been greater 
recognition of  the value of  human rights and the impor-
tance of  democratic institutions, available shelters, available 
calories, available employment, and affordable energy. They 
believe that technologies (specifically communication tech-
nologies), robotics, and nanotechnology will replace much 
manual labor and improve the lives of  many human beings. 
Nonetheless, as previously stated, bleaker futures are con-
vincing for some because of  the evidence that scholars have 
offered. A reminder for us is clearly found in the ongoing op-
pression of  women, the state of  war and violence throughout 
the world, in homicidal massacres, and the overwhelming 
fear of  nuclear weapons. A large part of  the world is still in 
poverty, lacking education and suffering from environmental 
degradation. A number of  nations still do not have access to 
democratic institutions; thus, oppressive governance prevails 
over those citizens.

Dani Rodrik (2011), in writing of  the globalization par-
adox, advocates a sane globalization approach from which 
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all nations can benefit. Current research on altruism, morality, 
social solidarity, and gratitude suggests that these elements are 
crucial to building a “real utopia.” Robert A. Emmons (2007) 
points out the importance of  gratitude in human relations and 
how it may improve kindness. Scientists should undertake re-
search that helps bring about a more caring society. The John 
Templeton Foundation recently devoted five million dollars to 
the study of  gratitude, which could contribute to a more just 
society. Where education is concerned, there are recent studies 
about “altruists” who help reduce the number of  bystanders 
and, importantly, increase the number of  upstanders—people 
who get actively involved in improving others’ lives.

A number of  institutions, groups, governments, and indi-
viduals have taken these challenges to humanity seriously—
have “seen the light”—and are trying to do something about 
the future state of  the world. Among the progressive solutions 
they propose are making alternative energy sources such as 
hydroelectric, solar, and wind power more accessible and af-
fordable. In the political arena, people are beginning to speak 
about nuclear terror and how we might prevent it; they are be-
ginning to spread awareness of  nations that threaten the world 
with nuclear weapons in hopes that they might be stopped in 
time.

The latest medical research and developments bode well 
for health issues. Ranging from disease prevention to AIDS 
research, the World Health Organization is attempting to al-
leviate many of  the ailments that afflict much of  the world’s 
population, especially in developing countries. There are at-
tempts being made to eradicate diseases, such as malaria, that 
poor people around the world suffer from. They include taking 
steps to prevent disastrous climate change by reducing the use 
of  fossil fuels and the emittance of  greenhouses gases and oth-
er such pollutants that contribute to the toxicity of  the world 
(especially through water pollution). Plus, other attempts are 
being made to preserve the living species that are currently 
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threatened. In the economic sphere, unions and various gov-
ernments are also trying to improve the rights of  workers and 
advocate for more fair-trade conditions in their countries.

In this book, we focus on individuals, corporations, and 
governments and the roles these groups may play in conflict 
resolution as well as group apology, forgiveness, and reconcil-
iation. Recent research indicates that apology and forgiveness 
between groups and nations have a positive effect on both the 
recipients and the harm-doers. We will also emphasize what 
people are doing to combat poverty, especially efforts put forth 
by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such as Habitat 
for Humanity, Catholic Relief  Services, Global Action Inter-
national, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and MAZON, 
a group that focuses on elimination of  world hunger. Other 
institutes foster and conduct research. The Fetzer Institute and 
John Templeton Foundation, for instance, funded our past re-
search. We will also address research that has been done on 
disease control. Johns Hopkins University has conducted ma-
laria research, for example, and we will examine similar ef-
forts by other health organizations, including Doctors Without 
Borders and the World Health Organization. Other organi-
zations have been committed to the rainforest movement and 
other environmental preservation efforts. 

The chapters of  this book deal with the following topics: 

Chapter 2, “Causes of  War and Violence,” focuses on a vari-
ety of  wars and violence as well as the causes of  war, which 
include acquisition of  territories, the desire for vengeance, 
alliances among nations, mobilization for war, acquisition of  
weaponry, and a variety of  economic factors.  

Chapter 3, “The Nature of  Contemporary Hatred,” deals 
with contemporary societal trends related to hatred and vi-
olence.
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Chapter 4, “The Holocaust: How It Differs From Other 
Genocides,” addresses what all genocides have in common 
and what differentiates the Holocaust from other genocides.

Chapter 5, “The Status of  Women,” deals with sexism, 
discrimination, child marriages, female genital mutilation, 
gender discrimination, female impoverishment, and various 
forms of  violence perpetrated upon women. 

Chapter 6, “Families of  the Future,” addresses the impact of  
the future on the family, including topics such as new emerg-
ing family forms, the gender revolution, the values revolu-
tion, economies of  the future, new technologies, and artifi-
cial intelligence.

Chapter 7, “Climate Change,” deals with the degradation of  
the environment, including factors such as pollution caused 
by the overuse of  fossil fuels and pollution of  the oceans, 
and consequences such as droughts and natural disasters like 
storms and earthquakes.

Chapter 8, “Heroic Acts of  Extraordinary People,” discusses 
Christian rescuers of  Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe, hospice 
volunteers, and volunteers in other settings.    

Chapter 9, “Sorokin’s Vision of  Love and Altruism,” explores 
the prominent sociologist Pitirim Sorokin’s (1889–1968) 
descriptions of  the association between love and altruism, 
which could suggest an antidote to a divided world.

Chapter 10, “Altruism in Different Religions,” considers the 
following religious traditions: Judaism, Christianity, Islam, 
Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, Confucianism, and Native 
American traditions. All of  these religions teach similar con-
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cepts, which include love, justice, compassion, and “clothing 
the naked and feeding the hungry.”

Chapter 11, “Ecumenism of  the Deep Well,” describes how 
some of  the world’s religious traditions are coming together 
in new ways, forming partnerships based on mutual respect 
and understanding and the sharing of  important values.

Chapter 12, “Apology and Forgiveness,” describes the im-
portance of  intergroup apology and forgiveness among insti-
tutions of  different kinds, including religious, governmental, 
and corporate. 

Chapter 13, “Elimination of  Suffering,” deals with a variety 
of  different types of  suffering and with individuals who help 
reduce suffering.

Chapter 14 is the summary and conclusion.  

References

Bourne, E. J. (2008). Global shift: How a new worldview is trans-
forming humanity. New Harbinger Publications; Noetic 
Books.

Catapano, P., & Critchley, S. (Eds.). (2017). Modern ethics in 77 
arguments: A Stone reader. Liveright Publishing Corporation.

Diamandis, P. H., & Kotler, S. (2012). Abundance: The future is 
better than you think. Free Press.

Emmons, R. A. (2007). Thanks! How the new science of  gratitude 
can make you happier. Houghton Mifflin Company.

Goldstein, J. S. (2011, September/October). Think again: 
War. Foreign Policy, (188), 53–56.

Oliner, S. P. (2003). Do unto others: Extraordinary acts of  ordinary 
people. Westview Press.



Samuel P. Oliner

12

Oliner, S. P. (2008). Altruism, intergroup apology, forgiveness, and 
reconciliation. Paragon House.

Oliner, S. P. (2011). The nature of  good and evil: Understanding the 
acts of  moral and immoral behavior. Paragon House.

Oliner, S. P., & Oliner, P. M. (1988). The altruistic personality: 
Rescuers of  Jews in Nazi Europe. The Free Press.

Oliner, S. P., & Oliner, P. M. (1995). Toward a caring society: 
Ideas into action. Praeger.

Pinker, S. (2011). The better angels of  our nature: Why violence has 
declined. Viking Press.

Rifkin, J. (2009). The empathic civilization: The race to global con-
sciousness in a world in crisis. Jeremy P. Tarcher; Penguin.

Rodrik, D. (2011). The globalization paradox: Democracy and glo-
balization in the world economy. W. W. Norton & Company.

Wright, E. O. (2010). Envisioning real utopias. Verso.



13

2

Causes of War and Violence

SAMUEL P. OLINER

There are a variety of  human behaviors. Some of  them 
are altruistic, caring and compassionate to fellow humans. 
Stephen Post (2002) in a chapter entitled Traditions of  Agape 
maintains that Agape is used to describe the love that is of  and 
from God, whose very nature is love itself.  “God is love.” 
(1 John 4:8). There are other forms of  love that represent 
human behavior. 

The most destructive human behavior is war and vio-
lence. According to Paul Goodman (2019), war is a state of  
armed conflict between states, governments, societies and 
informal paramilitary groups, such as mercenaries, insur-
gents and militias. It is generally characterized by extreme 
violence, aggression, destruction and mortality, using regular 
or irregular military forces. Goodman lists causes and kinds 
of  war as follows:  

1. Economic Gain. This is when one state or country wishes 
to take control of  another’s wealth. Hence, there are eco-
nomic reasons for war. In preindustrial times, the reasons for 
war may have been to gain precious materials such as gold, 
silver or even livestock such as cattle and horses. In more 
modern times, the resources sought were more likely to be 
oil or material used for manufacturing.  
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2. Territorial Gain. Over 65 civil, national, and world wars 
were fought between 1700 and 1939 that included the loss/
gain of  territories.  

3. Religious Reasons. Some wars purport to seek revenge for 
an historical slight from the past. An example of  this would 
be Protestant and Catholics or Shia and Sunni. 
 
4. Nationalism. These wars attempt to prove that one coun-
try is superior to another through violent subjugation that 
often manifests as an invasion of  another country. National-
ism is related to imperialism as well as racism. This is what 
happened in Hitler’s Germany. Another example of  this is 
Germany invading Russia because the thinking was that the 
Slavs were an inferior race.

5. Revenge. Revenge means to punish, redress a grievance 
or simply just strike back for a perceived grievance. Unfortu-
nately, says Paul Goodman, this can lead to an endless chain 
of  retaliatory wars being set in motion.

6. Civil War. Among the wars mentioned above, a great num-
ber of  them are civil wars. Civil wars can also be sparked 
by separatist groups wanting to establish an independent 
country without striving to overthrow the government of  the 
nation as a whole. An example in the United States is the 
southern states wanting to secede from the Union.  

7. Revolutionary Wars. This occurs when a large section of  
a country revolts against the authorities because they are dis-
satisfied with their leadership. Revolution can also begin for 
a variety of  reasons including economic hardships against 
a certain section of  the population, or perceived injustices 
committed by the authorities.  Revolutionary wars can easily 
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descend into civil wars depending on the success of  unifying 
people against the perceived oppressive leadership. 

8.  Defensive/Preventative War. In the modern world, where 
military aggression is more widely questioned, countries will 
often argue that they are fighting in a purely defensive ca-
pacity against a potential aggressor and, therefore, their war 
is “just.”

Besides the above factors, other authors suggest addition-
al factors for war such as, overpopulation, climate change 
which will result in shortage of  water and food, putting cars 
ahead of  people, and wasting of  food.  Still other authors 
maintain that cause of  war is associated with racism, extreme 
poverty and wealth, unbridled nationalism and religious 
strife. Geoffrey Blainey in his book The Causes of  War, informs 
us that, in deciding for war or peace, national leaders seem to 
be influenced by at least seven factors:

1. Military strength to apply in war.

2. Predictions how outside nations will behave if  war should 
occur.

3. Perceptions of  whether there is internal unity or discord in 
their land and in the land of  the enemy.  

4. Knowledge or forgetfulness of  the realities or suffering of  
war.

5. Nationalism and ideology.

6. The state of  the economy and also its ability to sustain the 
kind of  war envisaged.
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7. The personality and experience of  those who share in the 
decision.

Violence
Violence is a behavior that involves physical force intend-

ed to harm, damage, or kill someone. Violence comes in a 
variety of  forms.

1. Physical Violence. This type of  violence includes physical 
force which causes pain, discomfort or injury. Examples are 
hitting, punching and a number of  other acts of  violence.

2. Medical Abuse. In the medical area, examples of  abuse 
include the withholding of  medication. 
 
3. Restraints Abuse. Another form of  abuse is restraints 
abuse, which is forceable confinement.

4. Sexual abuse. This is non-consensual and/or unwanted 
sexual activity, with perpetrators using force, making threats 
or taking advantage of  victims not able to give consent.

5. Emotional Violence. This type of  abuse includes name 
calling, humiliating or making fun of  a person.

6. Psychological Violence. This type of  violence includes 
threatening to harm a person or his or her family.

7. Spiritual Violence or Religious Violence This type of  vio-
lence includes when someone uses a person’s spiritual belief  
to manipulate or dominate a person. 

8. Cultural Violence. This type of  violence includes hurt-
ing a person because of  his cultural practices or religious 
tradition.
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 9. Verbal Abuse. This type of  abuse involves the use of  lan-
guage that is spoken or written to cause harm to a person.

10. Financial Abuse. This type of  abuse occurs when some
one controls another’s financial resources without the per-
son’s consent or misuses the resources.

11. Neglect. This type of  abuse occurs when someone has 
the responsibility to provide care or assistance but does not.

We have discussed above the causes of  war and violence. 
Conversely, Stephen Pinker in his book, The Better Angels of  
Our Nature, informs us that violence and war have declined.  
Pinker, in his thorough research, was surprised to find that 
violence has decreased in the past century. Contrary to pub-
lic perception, he claims that in fact we are living now in 
the most peaceful era in the existence of  our species since 
WWII.  Evidence of  bloody history during the time of  the 
Old Testament, the British monarchy as well as other coun-
tries that beheaded a lot of  victims, tribal wars and violence 
that were pervasive, and murder and rape in medieval Eu-
rope was thirty times what it is today. Slavery, sadistic punish-
ment and frivolous executions were frequent. He points out 
that during WW II over 70 million people died, while since 
then, we have had the Korean War, the Vietnamese War 
and other smaller conflicts. In all of  these wars combined, 
a fraction of  the 70 million were killed. Pinker asks how is it 
possible that violence has declined? He poses the question: 
should we offer a Nobel Peace Prize for preventing WW III? 
Pinker argues that the key to explaining the decline of  vi-
olence is to understand the inner demons that inclined us 
towards violence such as revenge, sadism, tribalism, and the 
better angels of  our nature that steer us away. He continues 
to say thanks to the spread of  agriculture, democracy, femi-
nism, homosexual rights, children’s rights and animal rights, 
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literacy, trade, and cosmopolitanism where we increasingly 
control our impulses, empathize with others, bargain rather 
than plunder, debunk toxic ideologies and deploy our power 
of  reason to reduce the temptation to violence.  
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The Nature of Contemporary Hatred

EVAN S. OLINER

There is ample evidence that we live in a time of  what 
one might call moral progress. This evidence includes sur-
vey data on racial attitudes1, an increasing institutional focus 
on gender equality2, and upward trends in charitable giving3 
 among much else. There is an ongoing sea of  change in 
our civilization, whose implications are widely disagreed 
upon but which points toward a more integrated world and 
a more cosmopolitan culture. Fukuyama’s “End of  History” 
theory4 did not quite hold, but at the very least, represents 
a still-prevalent sentiment of  cautious optimism that liberal 
peace and stability lie on some kind of  unprecedented bed-
rock. That the incendiary presidency of  Donald Trump has 
not seen violent interstate conflict on a large scale is perhaps 
evidence of  this bedrock.   

1. See Krysan & Moberg, 8/25/2016, “Trends in racial attitudes”. Uni-
versity of  Illinois Institute of  Government and Public Affairs. Retrieved 
from http://igpa.uillinois.edu/programs/racial-attitudes.
2. See McKinsey & Company, October 2018, “Women in the Work-
place 2018”. Retrieved from https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-in-
sights/gender-equality/women-in-the-workplace-2018.
3. See Charity Navigator, “Giving Statistics”. Retrieved from https://
www.charitynavigator.org/index.cfm?bay=content.view&cpid=42.
4. Fukuyama famously theorized in The End of  History and the Last 
Man that, with the collapse of  the Soviet Union, liberal democracy had 
defeated alternative systems and would be “the final form of  human 
government”. See Francis Fukuyama, 1992, The End of  History and 
the Last Man.

 



Evan S. Oliner

20

All of  this belies a deeply troubling reality, which has 
reared its ugliest head in just the last five years: acts of  vio-
lence based on hate, and the political power of  xenophobic 
and radical right groups, are both on the rise. Further, this 
trend is occurring globally and in an unprecedentedly net-
worked manner. Racism, xenophobia, and nationalism are 
the basis for a growing set of  behaviors and political phe-
nomena to which we thought ourselves immune. And the 
root causes are as numerous as they are confounding.   

Per data from the FBI, incidents of  hate crime in the 
United States have risen 31% between 2014 and 2017, a pe-
riod marked by political polarization and increased race-re-
lated rhetoric, reversing a downward trend in reported hate 
crime during the preceding period. What’s worse is that this 
breaks down into increases in crime, targeting nearly ev-
ery victim group the FBI tracked during that time period. 
To name a few, incidents of  anti-Hispanic hate crime have 
increased 42.8%, anti-Jewish hate crime incidents have in-
creased 54%, and anti-Muslim incidents have increased a 
staggering 77.3%. Crimes against Jews constitute the larg-
est religious category. Crimes against blacks constitute the 
largest race category. Crimes against Muslims constitute the 
fastest-growing religious category. The statistics go on and 
the picture remains bleak5.   

5. FBI UCR crime database. Retrieved from https://ucr.fbi.gov/hate-
crime; It is important to note that these data represent reported offens-
es, and thus an increase in hate crime may partially be a function of  
law enforcement agencies’ raised awareness of  religious or ethnic bias 
in motivating criminals. The staggering nature of  the increases would 
seem to show that higher reporting is only partially explanatory, and a 
real increase has occurred as well. Many large jurisdictions still do not 
report hate crimes.  
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The above charts underscore the recency of  the trend, 
and is contrasted with what seemed to be progress in prior 
years. The trend reversal occurred in the vicinity of  2014 or 
shortly thereafter, coincident with the rise of  radical right 
parties in Europe and North America. 

These regions of  the world have both seen troubling 
incidents of  Islamic extremist violence in the 21st century, 
but a growing and equally nefarious set of  right-wing ideol-
ogies associated with white nationalism are now comparable 
drivers of  global terrorism. Anti-Defamation League (ADL) 
data shows that there have been 129 incidents of  extremist 
murder by white supremacists in the US since 2010, making 
white supremacy the leading motivator of  extremist murder 
nationally6. 

 
The Mass Murder Network  

At their worst, these ideologies are manifested in the 
form of  massacres in cities throughout the democratic world. 
Christchurch, Pittsburg, Oslo/Utøya, Munich, London, and 

6. Anti-Defamation League H.E.A.T. Map. Retrieved from https://
www.adl.org/education-and-resources/resource-knowledgebase/adl-
heat-map.     

Source: FBI UCR Data
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Quebec City, among countless others, have been host to 
deadly rampages by far-right extremists. Though widespread, 
these incidents are far from isolated. The man who carried 
out the Christchurch murders, for instance, drew inspiration 
from the killers in Norway and Quebec City according to the 
manifesto posted online before his attack7. A school shooter 
in New Mexico corresponded directly with the teenage boy 
who perpetrated the Munich attacks, who was also inspired 
by the Norway killer and carried out his attack on the an-
niversary of  the Norway atrocity8. All of  these individuals 
held white nationalist views of  some flavor9. Heidi Beirich, 
director of  the Southern Poverty Law Center, underscored 
this common ideological footing in saying “the Christchurch 
killer didn’t see himself  as an Australian; he saw himself  as 
part of  a white collective”10. 

The phenomenon of  “media contagion,” whereby me-
dia coverage brings salience to shootings increasing the likeli-
hood that they will inspire others, has been studied extensive-
ly in academic literature. One highly-cited paper by scholars 
from Arizona State University and Northeastern Illinois 
University showed that mass killings involving firearms tem-
porarily increase the probability of  similar incidents. The 

7. See Ravndal, Jacob Aasland, Foreign Policy, 3/16/2019, “The Dark 
Web Enabled the Christchurch Killer”. Retrieved from https://foreign-
policy.com/2019/03/16/the-dark-web-enabled-the-christchurch-kill-
er-extreme-right-terrorism-whitenationalism-anders-breivik/. 
8. See Wikipedia, “2016 Munich Shooting”. Retrieved from https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2016_Munich_shooting#cite_noteinquirySchul-
ze-53. 
9. The Munich shooter’s association with white nationalism is less 
certain. A commissioned panel of  three political scientists determined 
that he was influenced by xenophobia and far-right ideology, but a later 
report by the Bavarian State Office of  Criminal Investigation concluded 
that his motivations were not political. 
10. Cai, Weiyi & Landon, Simone, New York Times, 4/3/2019, “At-
tacks by White Extremists Are Growing. So Are Their Connections.” 
Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/04/03/
world/white-extremist-terrorismchristchurch.html. 
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study found that, on average, the heightened risk level lasts 
13 days and a given incident leads to .3 new ones11. Other 
literature widely confirms the statistical significance of  me-
dia contagion12.   

These studies pertain primarily to the United States and 
to the news media, but the advent of  social media gives scope 
for the contagion to globalize. Perhaps the most prominent 
unintended consequence of  the internet has been its unique 
ability to connect violent racists from around the world. 
Websites such as Gab and 8chan have been called breeding 
grounds for mass murderers. The shooters at both Christ-
church and Pittsburg frequented these sites and felt a sense 
of  solidarity with the communities using them13. Studies have 
shown that these sites exhibit more racist and anti-Semitic 
behavior in the wake of  major political events, like the elec-
tion of  Donald Trump or the fatal rally in Charlottesville14. 
Further, there is quantitative evidence that expressions of  
such sentiment on social media propagate hate crime15.   

11. Towers S, Gomez-Lievano A, Khan M, Mubayi A & Castil-
lo-Chavez C, 7/2/2015, “Contagion in Mass Killings and School 
Shootings”. Arizona State University, Northeastern Illinois University. 
Retrieved from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26135941. 
12.  See also Pew A, Goldbeck L & Halsted C, “Does Media Coverage 
Inspire Copy Cat Mass Shootings?”. National Center for Health Re-
search. Retrieved from http://www.center4research.org/copy-cats-kill/. 
Jetter M & Walker J, October 2016, “The Effect of  Media Coverage on 
Mass Shootings”. IZA Institute of  Labor Economics Discussion Paper 
Series. Retrieved from http://ftp.iza.org/dp11900.pdf. 
13. See “Gab and 8chan: Home to Terrorist Plots Hiding in Plain 
Sight”. Anti Defamation League. Retrieved from https://www.adl.org/
resources/reports/gab-and-8chan-home-to-terrorist-plots-hiding-in-
plain-sight. 
14.  See Finkelstein J, Zannettou S, Bradlyn B, Blackburn J, 
9/5/2018,“A Quantitative Approach to Understanding Online An-
tisemitism”. Retrieved from https://arxiv.org/abs/1809.01644. 
15. See Müller K & Schwarz C, 11/30/2018, “Fanning the Flames of  
Hate: Social Media and Hate Crime”. Retrieved from https://papers.
ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3082972. 
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Concurrently, we have seen the rise of  organized far-right 
groups. These groups run a spectrum from criminal gangs to 
legitimate political parties. The former include groups like 
the Aryan Brotherhood, a racist gang found in most Amer-
ican prisons16. Some groups are faith-based organizations 
like the Westboro Baptist Church. Some are nongovernment 
organizations, like the Alliance Defending Freedom, whose 
attorneys work to build case law limiting gay rights17. Fi-
nally, some are political parties on the floors of  legislatures 
throughout the democratic world. 

 

Cultural Insecurity and the Far-right 

Source: Eurostat  

16. See Southern Poverty Law Center, “Aryan Brotherhood”. Retrieved 
from https://www.splcenter.org/fightinghate/extremist-files/group/
aryan-brotherhood. 
17. See Southern Poverty Law Center, “Alliance Defending Freedom”. 
Retrieved from https://www.splcenter.org/fightinghate/extremist-files/
group/alliance-defending-freedom. 
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Ostensibly, far-right political parties can proliferate 
when phenomena like immigration waves appear to threat-
en some concept of  tradition or identity. This is most sa-
lient in the case of  far-right European politicians, whose 
messages gained traction as the European migrant crisis 
took place. Take for example the below quotes by Marine 
Le Pen, President of  the National Rally party in France, 
Viktor Orbán, Prime Minister of  Hungary and leader of  
the Fidesz party, and Matteo Salvini, Deputy Prime Minis-
ter of  Italy and leader of  La Lega Nord, a far-right party:  
 

Le Pen18

“It is right for us not to want our country transformed 
into a mere corridor, a giant railway station”
“I am opposed to a multicultural France. I think that 
those who have a different culture and who arrive in 
France have to submit themselves to French culture”

Orbán19

“Is it not worrying in itself  that European Christianity 
is now barely able to keep Europe Christian? If  we lose 
sight of  this, the idea of  Europe could become a mi-
nority interest in its own continent” 
“Take seriously the traditions, the Christian roots, and 
all the values that are the basis of  the civilization of  
Europe” 

18. BrainyQuote, “Marine Le Pen Quotes”. Retrieved from https://
www.brainyquote.com/authors/marine_le_pen. 
19. Ker, S, 9/13/2015, “Is Europe Losing Control Over Its Destiny?”. 
Retrieved from https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/6490/europe-con-
trol-destiny; BrainyQuote, “Viktor Orbán Quotes”. Retrieved from 
https://www.brainyquote.com/authors/viktor_orban_4. 22 
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Salvini20

“We are under attack. Our culture, society, traditions, 
and way of  life are at risk” 
“Centuries of  history risk disappearing if  Islamization, 
which up until now has been underestimated, gains the 
upper hand” 

 
Some Europeans who identify with the far-right exhib-

it an adoration of  art, history and culture that is classically 
“European”, “Western” or associated with their home na-
tions. In the private café in Lille, France, which is the effec-
tive headquarters of  Génération Identitaire, the youth wing 
of  the French Identitarian movement (a movement which 
lies even to the right of  Marine Le Pen), a statue of  Joan 
of  Arc sits in the corner, along with various medieval décor. 
One BBC reporter called it “a medieval hunting lodge”21. 
This adoration can border on the absurd: fringe far-right 
parties in Italy and Greece reject Catholicism for polytheistic 
religions of  antiquity—that is to say the pantheons of  Greek 
and Roman gods22. Whatever the fetish, the premise that 
“European culture is under attack” assumes some demarca-
tion of  which artifacts and ideas are European, and which 
are not. Far-right parties have leaned on different identities 
to make this demarcation.  

In Eastern Europe, religion has tended to serve this 

20. Balmer C, Reuters, 1/15/2008, “Northern League leader says Ital-
ian society threatened by Islam”. Retrieved from https://www.reuters.
com/article/us-italy-election-league/northern-league-leader-says-ital-
ian-society-threatened-by-islamidUSKBN1F4249.
21. See Channel 4 News, 3/24/2017, “Far-right documentary: Could 
Génération Identitaire help Le Pen to French election victory?”. Re-
trieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_kJNc2iIbzg. 
22. See Nugent, A, OZY, 6/26/2017, “Inside the European Far-
right’s Weird Obsession with Paganism”. Retrieved from https://www.
ozy.com/fast-forward/inside-the-european-far-rights-weird-obses-
sion-with-paganism/79101.   
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purpose. The Law and Justice party (PiS) of  Poland and the 
Fidesz party of  Hungary are both grounded in a Christian 
nationalism. In these instances, Christianity has served the 
dual purpose of  defining national identity and providing the 
basis for a morality that has guided policy. The PiS party has 
advocated socially conservative policies targeting gay mar-
riage and abortion, attempted to restrict demonstrations like 
the Equality March in Warsaw, and appointed ministers whose 
track records include homophobia and anti-Semitism23. In a 
similar Christian moralist vein, Orbán added an article to the 
Hungarian constitution giving formal preference to tradition-
al marriage between a man and a woman24.   

There is no discounting the importance of  political oppor-
tunism here. In a nation that is 87.2% Catholic25, a faith-fo-
cused message was most certainly the path of  least resistance 
for the Polish far-right. In a more religiously pluralistic country 
like France, which has significant minorities of  nonbelievers 
and Muslims26, and whose secularism is highly codified in law 
(an 1872 law, reaffirmed in 1978, prevents census-taking for 
religious affiliation27), the message is less about religion, and 
the far-right is more overtly, more “secularly”, xenophobic. 
This partially explains why the far-right has not been as elec-
torally successful in France. The current president, Emmanuel 

23.  See Human Rights Watch, 6/4/2006, “Poland: Official Homopho-
bia Threatens Basic Freedoms”. Retrieved from https://www.hrw.org/
news/2006/06/04/poland-official-homophobia-threatens-basic-free-
doms-0. 
24. Library of  Congress, 3/19/2013, “Hungary: Constitutional 
Amendments Adopted”. Retrieved from https://www.loc.gov/law/for-
eign-news/article/hungary-constitutional-amendments-adopted/.
25. CIA World Factbook, “Poland”. Retrieved from https://www.cia.
gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/pl.html. 
26. CIA World Factbook, “France”. Retrieved from https://www.cia.
gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/fr.html. 
27. Cosgrove M, Le Figaro.fr, 4/7/2011, “How does France Count its 
Muslim Population?”. Retrieved from http://plus.lefigaro.fr/note/how-
does-france-count-its-muslim-population-20110407-435643. 
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Macron, can be described as the antithesis of  the European 
far-right: a liberal internationalist, pro-EU former banker.  

Italy, roughly 80% Christian28, lies somewhere between 
the two on the spectrum of  religious cohesiveness, and al-
though the leaders of  Italy’s far-right have not used religion as 
any direct basis for policy, churchgoing Christians form their 
base, and tend to align with their vision for the country.   

In all three cases, the policy prescription of  the far-right is 
to dramatically restrict immigration, not just for reasons relat-
ing to the capacity of  the economy, but based on concepts of  
cultural invasion and the preservation of  heritage. 

Across the Atlantic, the story is fundamentally similar, but 
takes place in a different political context. To be certain, the 
U.S. balance of  power has shifted to the right due to the pres-
idential election of  2016, and white nationalist elements have 
gained a louder voice. But in an effectively two-party system, 
individual parties are much more pluralistic and the simple 
composition of  congress cannot be used as a barometer for 
the success of  the radical right. Still, the alt-right, nationalistic 
coalition within the Republican party associated with Donald 
Trump is ideologically similar to European analogues.  

On the campaign trail and beyond, Trump made appeals 
to national cultural identity reminiscent of  the European rad-
ical right. At one rally in Arizona, he said “They’re trying to 
take away our culture. They’re trying to take away our histo-
ry”.29 As if  to confirm this Transatlantic solidarity, Trump has 
offered condolences to his European brethren. In an interview 
in Brussels he said that immigration “changed the fabric of  

28. CIA World Factbook, “Italy”. https://www.cia.gov/library/publica-
tions/the-world-factbook/geos/it.html. 
29. This sentence, in context, was aimed at the media and at liberal 
politicians, not immigrants.  
See Bradner E, Tatum S & Liptak K, CNN, 8/24/2017, “After angry 
rally, Trump calls for healing in Nevada”. Retrieved from https://www.
cnn.com/2017/08/23/politics/donald-trump-nevada-speech/index.
html. 
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Europe” and counselled “I think you are losing your culture. 
Look around.”30  

To answer the question of  whether Trump is embolden-
ing perpetrators of  hate crime, one need to look no further 
than the words of  the perpetrators themselves. The shooter 
at Christchurch called Trump “a symbol of  renewed white 
identity and common purpose”31. A depressing foray into the 
annals of  YouTube comments or websites of  8chan’s ilk will 
further confirm that radical rightists feel “liberated”, nor-
malized, by Trump. There is no reason we shouldn’t take 
them at their word.  

The data seem to be there too: a statistical study by the 
Washington Post looked at the counties that hosted Donald 
Trump’s 275 presidential campaign rallies and analyzed 
their hate crime prevalence, controlling for various factors, 
as compared to the rest of  the country. To quote the Post 
directly: “We found that counties that had hosted a 2016 
Trump campaign rally saw a 226 percent increase in report-
ed hate crimes over comparable counties that did not host 
such a rally”34. From this we cannot conclude whether the 
rhetoric causes the hate, merely fuels it, or is simply a mani-
festation of  it. But the correlation is glaring.  

30. Allen, C, The Conversation, 7/13/2018, Trump’s claim that 
Europe is ‘losing its culture’ is racism – and it must be challenged”. 
Retrieved from http://theconversation.com/trumps-claim-that-europe-
is-losing-its-culture-is-racism-and-it-mustbe-challenged-99962. 
31.Al Jazeera, 3/16/2019, “New Zealand mosque attacks sus-
pect praised Trump in manifesto”. Retrieved from https://www.
aljazeera.com/news/2019/03/zealand-mosques-attack-sus-
pect-praised-trump-manifesto-190315100143150.html. 34 Feinberg 
A, Branton R & Martinez-Ebers V, Washington Post, 3/22/2019, 
“Counties that hosted a 2016 Trump Rally saw a 226 percent increase 
in hate crimes”. Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/
politics/2019/03/22/trumps-rhetoricdoes-inspire-more-hate-crimes
/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.dcd6aa1ee824#click=https://t.co/
bYXsN60xzH 
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 The Rhetorical Bridge32  
White nationalism is a well-documented phenomenon 

in the United States, as are racialist science and xenopho-
bia. In the early 20th century, elements of  the political 
mainstream flirted with racialist ideas, namely that a “white 
genocide” was nigh if  whites and nonwhites were allowed 
to intermix culturally. President Warren Harding gave a 
speech to that effect in 1921, and his vice president Calvin 
Coolidge wrote an article echoing the idea. In the wake of  
World War II and the Civil Rights Movement, these ideol-
ogies became muffled, if  not reduced.33 The modern alt-
right, some say, has enabled their resurgence.    

A quick etymological background is in order. The term 
“alt-right” is more commonplace in the United States than 
in Europe. The term was coined, originally as the unabbre-
viated “Alternative Right”, by Philosopher Paul Gottfried 
in a 2008 address. Gottfried is a mainstay of  paleoconser-
vatism, a political philosophy which stresses tradition, so-
cial order, and nationalism but, contemporarily, is usually 
defined by its opposition to neoconservatism. Gottfried and 
other paleos are opposed to interventionist neoconservatives 
who he claims hijacked the right, were in fact “those from 
the Left who had occupied the Right”37. Ten years after 
this original formulation, the alt-right has maintained this 
militant independence from modern mainstream conserva-
tism, perhaps best illustrated by the “drain the swamp” im-
perative levelled by the Trumpian wing against the whole 
traditional spectrum—Democrats and Republicans alike. 

32. This term is attributable to Stephanie L. Hartzell, California State 
University, Long Beach. 
33. See Serwer A, The Atlantic, April 2019, “White Nationalism’s 
Deep American Roots”. Retrieved from https://www.theatlantic.com/
magazine/archive/2019/04/adam-serwer-madison-grant-white-na-
tionalism/583258/ 37 Gottfried P, November 2008 address, “The De-
cline and Rise of  the Alternative Right”. Retrieved from http://www.
unz.com/article/the-decline-and-rise-of-the-alternative-right/. 
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The alt-right as we know it is arguably an instantiation of  
paleoconservatism. 

It would be hyperbolic to synonymize the alt-right with 
white nationalism, but it has been theorized that the alt-right 
has built a “rhetorical bridge” connecting white nationalism 
with the political mainstream. Dr. Stephanie Hartzell argued, 
in the Journal of  Contemporary Rhetoric, that this was done 
with “appeals to intellectualism and political correctness”, that 
is to say a rejection of  them34. Essentially, by crying foul of  a 
national discourse that long had a tendency to moralize and 
censor, the alt-right has carved space for radicals to smuggle 
white nationalism into a more politically legitimate arena.     

Trump, thankfully, has had limited success implementing 
the most nationalistic and identitarian policies he advocated, 
like the travel ban imposed on seven Muslim-majority coun-
tries, and the border wall. But perhaps more concerning 
than the policy effects of  the rhetorical bridge, is the bridge’s 
tendency to normalize hateful ideology and embolden white 
nationalists. The latter, after all, is what has led to terror and 
bloodshed that no modern civilization should be prepared 
to accept. 
 
An Uncertain Future    

Civilizational trends toward economic globalization, eth-
nic diversity and open-mindedness are both seen and felt: 
seen in various data, felt by anyone who has lived in a major 
economic hub like London, or attended an internationally 
renowned university. Yet a chorus of  voices opposing the log-
ical end of  these trends in the United States and Europe has 
reached a new tenor in recent election cycles. Due in part 
to political opportunism, and in part to genuine ideological 

34. Hartzell S, 2018, “Alt-White: Conceptualizing the “Alt-Right” as a 
Rhetorical Bridge between White Nationalism and Mainstream Public 
Discourse”. Retrieved from http://contemporaryrhetoric.com/wpcon-
tent/uploads/2018/02/Hartzell8_1_2_2.pdf  
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anchoring, actors espousing ideas long considered danger-
ously radical have gained a seat at the table.  

One hopes that the emergence of  racism and xenopho-
bia as increasingly legitimate political positions may prove a 
transitory phenomenon, a “swinging back of  the pendulum” 
to use the popular metaphor. But for its duration and likely 
beyond it, previously-suppressed prejudice and hatred, giv-
en voice by the internet and a global cadre of  radical-right 
politicians, threaten to manifest themselves in the form of  
violence. Our edifices of  law enforcement are increasingly 
aware of  this threat, and that is important. These edifices 
face an open question, strategically but also ethically, of  how 
to deal with hateful speech online in a way that minimizes 
the body count but satisfies the principle of  free speech.  

The upcoming European parliamentary elections and 
the 2020 United States presidential election will be telling 
tests for the strength of  radical rightism. In a potential future 
where Europe’s far-right can establish a consequential coali-
tion in European Parliament, and an incumbent Trump wins 
the presidency again, there will certainly be more incendiary 
rhetoric to come from a very high podium. If  this does not 
come to pass, we will truly see whether hate subsides along-
side its political enablers. In either case, a deep interconnec-
tivity within our society is here to stay. May we use it well. 
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4

The Holocaust:
How It Differs From Other Genocides

PAT DEVINE

The words holocaust and genocide sound very different from 
each other, but they both conjure images of  death and de-
struction of  a people and their culture. Both words convey a 
victory, at least temporarily, of  darkness over light, evil over 
good, the worst of  humanity over the best of  humanity, the 
shadow of  civilization over enlightened consciousness. Both 
terms connote systemic death and destruction of  an out-
group and its culture. There have been genocides through-
out history and they continue up to the present day in vari-
ous parts of  the world. The 20th century alone was witness 
to the Armenian genocide, the Jewish Holocaust, the Cam-
bodian genocide, and the Rwandan genocide, to name a few. 
All holocausts are genocides, but not all genocides are holo-
causts. The Jewish Holocaust is unique in that it is the only 
time in human history where there was what is commonly 
referred to as an “industrialization of  death” using the most 
advanced, scientific methods of  the day to obliterate an out-
group. It was the first time in human history that the element 
of  fire in combination with a modern gas was used on such a 
devastating scale to reduce a people to ash.

Before examining the Jewish Holocaust and how it dif-
fered from other types of  genocide, it is helpful to under-
stand the words “holocaust” and “genocide” themselves, 
their roots, and their evolution into the 20th century. The 
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former has its roots in sacred offerings, while the latter has 
its roots in describing a group of  people and the desire to 
destroy. 

Webster’s New World College Dictionary defines the word holo-
caust as coming from the Greek word holo, meaning “whole,” 
and kaustos meaning “burning” or kaiein meaning “to burn.” 
More specifically, the word holocaust describes “an offering 
the whole of  which is burned; burnt offering.” Secondarily, 
“great or total destruction of  life, especially by fire” (Web-
ster’s New World 2007). The Greek god Prometheus, who is 
credited with the act of  stealing divine fire to benefit man-
kind, gave way to a darker, primal deity in the 20th century.

It has been a long journey from the meaning of  the word 
holocaust, which represents a burnt offering, to the word Ho-
locaust used to describe the death and destruction of  over six 
million European Jews. Fire, not only one of  the most an-
cient elements used to illume the night but also an object of  
special worship by ancient priests and priestesses in various 
cultures, lost its sacred way in the 20th century.

Whereas holocaust began from the idea of  a burnt offer-
ing, only later coming to connote the darker idea of  destruc-
tion by fire, genocide appears to have been a part of  the world 
of  darkness and shadow from its inception.

The word genocide  has its roots in the Greek prefix geno, 
meaning “race,” which was combined with the Latin word 
caedere, meaning “to strike, to kill” (Webster’s New World 
2007). Massacres and mass killings have taken place since 
the beginning of  human history, but over the centuries such 
phenomena were never given a precise name. Until very 
recent times, vague terms such as crimes against humanity 
were used. It has been a problem that has been crying out to 
us to be named from mass graves over the centuries.  It was 
not until December 11, 1946 that the General Assembly of  
the United Nations, in its resolution 96 (I), declared genocide 



The Holocaust

41

a crime under international law. Article II of  the resolution 
defined the crime of  genocide as follows:

(a) Killing members of  the group;
(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members 
of  the group;
(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of  
life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in 
whole or in part;
(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within 
the group;
(e) Forcibly transferring children of  the group to another 
group.
  (United Nations Convention 1946) 

     
We have just examined the definitions of  the terms ho-

locaust and genocide. As stated at the beginning of  this essay, 
all holocausts are genocides, but not all genocides are holo-
causts. In the remainder of  this chapter, we will explore how 
this statement is true. We will first look at the qualities that all 
genocides have in common. We will then look at what differ-
entiates the Holocaust from other genocides. In the following 
breakdown, Gregory Stanton, a human rights scholar, delin-
eates for us the ten stages of  genocide:  

1. CLASSIFICATION:  In the first stage of  genocide, 
groups of  people are singled out as the “other.” In this 
stage, ethnicity, race, religion or nationality all play a part 
in classifying human beings and distinguishing them as 
“us” and “them.”  This type of  classification is common 
to all cultures.   
2. SYMBOLIZATION: In the second stage of  genocide, 
names or symbols are assigned to the out-groups. In this 
stage, examples of  such symbols would be the yellow 
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star worn by the Jewish people under Nazi rule or the 
blue scarf  required to be worn by people from the East-
ern Zone in Cambodia during the reign of  the Khmer 
Rouge.
3. DISCRIMINATION:  In the third stage of  genocide, 
genocide is formalized in a society.  In this stage, the 
dominant group uses law, custom, and political power to 
deny the rights of  the out-groups.
4. DEHUMANIZATION:  In the fourth stage of  geno-
cide, denial of  the humanity of  those considered the oth-
er in society takes place. At this point, members of  the 
out-groups are looked upon as animals or some form of  
insect or disease. 
5. ORGANIZATION:  In the fifth stage of  genocide, 
opposition to the out-groups is organized in the follow-
ing ways:  (1) the state hides behind the use of  militias 
to accomplish its goals; (2) informal groups such as local 
mobs led by militants are used; (3) decentralized terrorist 
groups are employed; (4) special army units or militias 
are trained and armed; (5) plans for genocide are drawn 
up. 
6. POLARIZATION: In the sixth stage of  genocide, 
a wedge is inserted between the society’s in-group and 
its out-groups to drive them apart.  In this stage, this is 
accomplished through the use of  divisive propaganda 
or through laws that impede social interaction or inter-
marriage. At this point, attempts are made to silence the 
moderate elements of  the society.
7. PREPARATION:  In the seventh stage of  genocide, 
leaders of  national or perpetrator groups begin the plan-
ning stage for eliminating the out-groups.  At this stage, it 
justifies its plans by using such terms as ethnic cleansing, 
purification or counter-terrorism. 
8. PERSECUTION: In the eighth stage of  genocide, 
segregation of  the out-groups takes place. Victims are 
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identified and segregated on the basis of  ethnicity or re-
ligion. This is the point at which death lists are created, 
property confiscated, ghettos formed to name a few ex-
amples. 
9. EXTERMINATION:  In the ninth stage of  geno-
cide, elimination of  the out-groups takes place. This is 
the point where the act of  genocide is carried out. The 
perpetrators of  genocide at this point do not view their 
victims as human beings.  
10. DENIAL: In the final stage of  genocide, denial sets 
in among the perpetrators and persists long after the hor-
rendous crime of  genocide is over. At this point, those 
responsible try to hide evidence of  their deeds (Stanton 
n.d.). 

The ten stages of  genocide that Stanton has defined can 
be used as a tool to understand the nature of  genocide, as 
well as to identify its early warning signs when manifest in 
some part of  the world. By understanding the genocidal 
stages, early interventions can be designed and employed to 
thwart the crime of  genocide before it progresses (Stanton 
n.d.).

The Bystander
In any given culture, how could good citizens stand by 

and allow genocide to take place? What academics and oth-
ers have known for a long time is that genocide never exists 
in a vacuum. The genocidal elimination of  an out-group 
requires the complicity of  bystanders.  Bystanders are those 
citizens who stand by passively while atrocities are being 
committed around them. Author Elie Wiesel, a Holocaust 
survivor, said in his Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech: 
“Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence en-
courages the tormentor, never the tormented. Sometimes we 
must interfere” (as quoted in Eisner 2018, p. 17).
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Sociologist and Holocaust scholar, Samuel P. Oliner, offers 
the following framework for identifying the role of  bystander 
which he sees as present in all genocides. 

• First are the “Innocent Bystanders” who claim, for one 
reason or another, that they had no knowledge of  a situ-
ation. Scholars and others have cast doubt on this claim 
of  innocence. According to Oliner, innocence cannot be 
claimed when there are opportunities for individuals to 
stand against what is happening around them.

• Second are the “Individual Bystanders,” who, when not 
influenced by group behavior, are more likely to assist and 
stand up for people in distress.

• Third are the “Institutional Bystanders,” who may be 
members of  governmental institutions, churches, schools, 
the military, and so forth. These individuals, who are part 
of  larger institutions, are prone to giving up their individ-
ual identities and adhering to institutional cultures.

• Last are the “International Bystanders,” a category that 
includes governments of  nation–states, international orga-
nizations, and other institutions that stand by as genocide 
takes place (Oliner 2011).

Understanding the role of  the bystander is critical to un-
derstanding the crime of  genocide in all societies. More spe-
cifically, it is critical to understanding the role of  the bystander 
at the time of  the Holocaust, when large segments of  German 
society took on the role of  bystander or became complicit with 
the Nazis. What follows is a description of  two segments of  so-
ciety—women and the business elite—and the bystander roles 
that they played during the time of  the Holocaust.

Female Bystanders
Historian Wendy Lower examined the female bystander, 

looking at the roles women played in the administration of  
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the Nazi regime. According to Lower, women’s roles were 
not limited to the few women who worked in the extermina-
tion and concentration camps; rather, women from all lev-
els of  German society, including secretaries, office workers, 
nurses, and social workers, participated in the planning and 
implementation of  the Holocaust. It was not uncommon for 
young women from the provinces to seek to make their mark 
on the world by working their way up the career ladders of-
fered by the new government of  the Reich. Many left home 
as innocents but soon became bystanders, while others be-
came complicit in the Holocaust (Lower 2013). While Low-
er gives us a perspective on how women participated in the 
plans of  the Reich, it is important to emphasize at this point 
that the role of  bystander was filled by both men and women 
in German society. 

We shall now look at the business elites in Germany who 
also took on the role of  bystander and, in many cases, were 
complicit in the Holocaust. Many German companies chose 
to aid and abet the Nazis in their efforts to exterminate the 
Jewish population:

Leaders of  banks, insurance companies, and other com-
mercial and industrial businesses participated in the per-
secution of  Jews.  Many of  them played a role in the 
“Aryanization” of  the German economy, the expropria-
tion of  Jewish assets, and the use of  forced labor during 
the war (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
[U.S. Holocaust Museum], 2019a).

It is important to note that not all German businesses 
were complicit in the Holocaust. We now know, however, 
that many were. 

 One of  the better-known companies to participate in 
the Final Solution to exterminate the Jews was the Volkswa-
gen company. Volkswagen started out in the Third Reich 
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building a “people’s car” for the German populace. By the 
beginning of  the war, however, it was focused on military 
needs and even used forced labor from Nazi concentration 
camps. “One VW plant engineer traveled to Auschwitz and 
selected 300 skilled metalworkers from the massive transports 
of  Hungarian Jews in 1944. In addition, 650 Jewish women 
were transferred to assemble military munitions” (U.S. Ho-
locaust Museum, n.d.-c). The Volkswagen company ran four 
concentration camps and eight forced-labor camps over the 
course of  the war (U.S. Holocaust Museum, n.d.-c).

 Another company, Bayer, a pharmaceutical firm known 
for its anti-inflammatory pain reliever “Aspirin,” also became 
complicit in the crimes of  the Third Reich. In the absence 
of  legal and ethical restraints, it tested its drugs on unwilling 
human subjects at Dachau, Auschwitz, and Gusen concen-
tration camps (U.S. Holocaust Museum, 2019b).

Volkswagen and Bayer are just two among many compa-
nies we know about today that were complicit with the Third 
Reich. The involvement of  some companies we may never 
know about because their histories are shrouded in silence 
or lost in time. Bayer has never owned up to its past. Despite 
this fact, it remains a global pharmaceutical company (U.S. 
Holocaust Museum, 2019b). On the other hand, Volkswa-
gen has acknowledged its corporate complicity with the Na-
zis and has made efforts at reparations. For example, it has 
given money to support former forced laborers from various 
countries, and it has committed to financially supporting Is-
raeli institutions in aiding elderly survivors of  the Holocaust 
and non-Jewish victims of  forced labor (U.S. Holocaust Mu-
seum, n.d.-c).

As stated earlier, not all businesses were complicit in the 
Holocaust. Some businessmen, for instance, were rescuers. 
The one businessman who is most familiar to us is Oskar 
Schindler. He was an ethnic German, born in Moravia but 
later a citizen of  Czechoslovakia, who became a rescuer. 
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Schindler and his wife saved more than a thousand lives by 
employing Jewish workers in their factories. In 1993 Yad 
Vashem, the primary memorial and educational organiza-
tion in Israel honoring “Righteous Gentiles” as well as the 
victims of  the Holocaust, awarded Schindler and his wife 
Emilie the title “Righteous Among the Nations”—in recog-
nition of  everything they had done to save Jews from being 
sent to Auschwitz (U.S. Holocaust Museum, n.a.).

It is important to emphasize at this point that in any giv-
en genocidal situation there are people who do not remain 
passive or indifferent bystanders. These are the rescuers who 
stand up against oppression and atrocities.  The Jewish or-
ganization Yad Vashem has counted 6,706 Polish men and 
women as “Righteous Among the Nations,” making Poland 
the country with the highest number of  rescuers in the world 
(Eisner 2018, p. 18). At the same time, there were other Eu-
ropean countries where many citizens became rescuers. For 
example, both Denmark and Bulgaria rescued a significant 
number of  their Jewish citizens from the hands of  the Nazis. 
In Bulgaria, 48,000 Jewish lives were saved. The rescue ef-
fort was carried out with the help of  the Minister of  Justice, 
officials of  the Bulgarian church, and ordinary members of  
the citizenry. Also, in Germany there were those who took a 
stand against the killing of  the physically and mentally hand-
icapped (Oliner 2011, p. 51).

In summary, it is best not to paint with too broad a brush 
on the subject of  bystanders and to keep in mind that there 
are always individuals who chose not to remain passive and 
uninvolved and who stand up for others when genocide ap-
pears.

One cannot close this discussion on bystanders without 
remarking on the anti-Semitism that existed in Germany at 
the time of  the Nazi regime and in Poland where, despite 
the fact many Poles were rescuers, a deep-seated form of  
anti-Semitism existed in Polish society. Anti-Semitism has 
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existed across Europe for hundreds of  years. In Germany, 
the early 20th century, bogus anti-Semitic document entitled 
“The Protocols of  the Elders of  Zion”, which spoke about a 
Jewish plan for world domination, was used for propaganda 
purposes by the Nazis. It was also used by some teachers in 
the German school system (Segel, Levy 1995, p. 30). In Po-
land, the words of  a Polish resistance fighter, uttered during 
the occupation, speak to how deeply embedded anti-Semi-
tism was in Polish society. “The Germans will throw stones at 
Hitler’s death, because he brought about the downfall of  the 
German people, but the Poles will bring flowers to his grave 
as a token of  gratitude for his freeing Poland from the Jews” 
(Eisner 2018 p. 18). Today, remnants of  this attitude still exist 
in Poland but in a more subtle form. For example, in legis-
lation that is crafted to make it difficult for Jewish people 
to reclaim property (Eisner 2018, p 19). Also, the document 
“The Protocols of  the Elders of  Zion” is now being circulat-
ed on the Internet. At the same time, today, we frequently 
hear accounts depicted in the media of  how the embers of  
anti-Semitism are being stoked once again in Europe.  

In the first part of  this essay we looked at the character-
istics that are common to all genocides. First, we looked at 
the definition of  genocide as defined by International Law. 
Second, we looked to a classification system which delin-
eated the ten stages of  genocide. Third, we explored the 
role of  bystander and the various types of  bystanders that 
enable the perpetrators of  genocide. As examples, we ex-
plored the role of  corporate bystanders in German society 
as well as the role of  female bystanders. We also looked at 
the role of  rescuer and how there are always citizens who 
choose to stand up and not remain passive or indifferent to 
what is going on around them when genocide threatens a 
people. Conversely, from this point on, we will look at what 
differentiates the Holocaust from other genocides. We will 
begin with the Nazi plan for the elimination of  the Jewish 
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population from Europe. While other genocides have in-
cluded governmental plans to eliminate an out-group, what 
came to be known as The Final Solution, developed by the 
Nazi regime, reached a level of  centralized planning, orga-
nization and efficiency that surpasses what we know about 
other genocides.

The Final Solution
In January of  1942, Hitler’s top aides met to discuss a 

plan to eliminate Jews from Europe. What followed was the 
development of  an official policy of  extermination known as 
the Final Solution. There were two programs that served as 
models for the Final Solution: Operation T-4 and the mobile 
killing units called Einsatzgruppen (Roleff 2002).

The earlier Nazi elimination program known as Oper-
ation T-4 focused on eliminating physically and mentally 
handicapped children, the elderly, the incurably ill, the men-
tally ill, and the emotionally disturbed. The killings were 
carried out by gas in a room disguised as a shower, by lethal 
injection, or by starvation, and the remains were cremated. 
“It is estimated that between seventy and eighty thousand 
people were killed between 1939 and 1945 in the T-4 Pro-
gram” (Roleff, 2002, p. 13).

Author Elie Wiesel describes the mobile killing squads 
used in Russia, the Ukraine and Lithuania in the following 
passage: 

The Einsatzgruppen carried out the final solution by 
turning their machine guns on more than a million Jews, 
men, women, and children, and throwing them into 
huge mass graves, dug just moments before by the vic-
tims themselves. Special units would then disinter the 
corpses and burn them. Thus, for the first time in history, 
Jews were not only killed twice but denied burial in a 
cemetery (Wiesel, 2006, p. viii).
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The Einsatzgruppen entered other counties as well. In 
Latvia, Estonia and Poland, for example, the Jewish popula-
tions were also decimated (Einsatzgruppen, U.S. Holocaust 
Museum n.d. b).

As the Final Solution progressed, the methods used for 
mass extermination proved inefficient for the Nazis. These 
earlier elimination programs would later be replaced by 
death camps, specifically designated extermination centers 
where mass killings could be handled on an efficient, assem-
bly-line basis. In addition, a new poison made of  hydrogen 
cyanide that was experimented with at the Auschwitz camp 
proved much more efficient at killing than previous meth-
ods used. The new chemical, Zyklon B, in combination with 
the modern-day furnace called a crematorium, made the 
extermination process complete. The Einsatzgruppen were 
relieved of  their killing duties, and the Nazis began to focus 
on sending Jews directly to death camps to be exterminated 
(Roleff 2002).

The following death camps were established in Poland, 
where millions of  people (including Jews, Poles, Roma, and 
Soviet prisoners of  war) lost their lives: Chelmno, Belzec, So-
bibor, Treblinka,  Majdanek , and Auschwitz (Roleff 2002, 
p.15). Among these, it was Auschwitz, the largest of  the 
camps, that became known as the headquarters of  mass ex-
termination.

The following quote describes the role that Auschwitz 
played in the extermination of  over a million Jewish people:

The gruesome history and enduring horror of  Auschwitz 
can be attributed primarily to the machinery for mass 
extermination of  human beings created by the Nazis at 
the nearby Birkenau Camp, a unit of  Auschwitz. The 
location was designated by Himmler as the centerpiece 
for “the final solution” of  the Jewish question in Europe. 
From 1942 until fall 1944, the operation designed to 
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annihilate European Jews functioned almost without let-
up as transport trains delivered Jews from Nazi-occupied 
countries and European Satellites of  the Third Reich 
(Gutman, 1994, p. 6).

We will now examine closely this “centerpiece” of  
mass extermination, the Auschwitz–Birkenau death camp, 
in order to understand what scientific genocide looks like. 
Through the lens of  the chemical Zyklon B and the mod-
ern-day crematoria in Auschwitz, one will hopefully be able 
to fully understand what differentiates the Holocaust from all 
other genocides.

What began as a harmless pesticide used in Germany 
later became a potent killing agent. The actual chemical in-
gredient in the pesticide was hydrocyanic acid, also known 
as prussic acid. It was generally considered benign because 
it was known to only vaporize at a temperature of  27 °C. It 
had initially been used at Auschwitz as a fumigation agent  
(Pressac, 1994).

The gas Zyklon B was first used in Auschwitz to kill large 
numbers of  Soviet prisoners.  Any doubts Commandant 
Hoss of  Auschwitz had about Zyklon B’s efficiency as a kill-
ing agent were put to rest when he heard about its success 
with the Soviet prisoners (Gutman 1994).

But the adoption of  Zyklon B was not without its prob-
lems. There was a learning curve involved for the execution-
ers. Its first use was experimental, which caused problems 
not only for the administrators of  the gas but for the victims 
as well. Many prisoners suffered horribly because they were 
still alive two days after the gas was administered. The execu-
tioners were not aware that prussic acid was not deadly until 
it vaporized at  27 °C.  Other issues had to be worked out as 
well. For example, how much Zyklon B was lethal for how 
many people? Ventilation posed a problem. These were some 
of  the issues facing the engineers and other professionals that 
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needed to be resolved before gassing operations using Zyklon 
B could be effective (Pressac 1994).

The next phase of  the operation using Zyklon B took 
place in two temporary cottages near Birkenau. The victims 
were Jews who had been transported from Upper Silesia and 
Slovakia. After this success at mass killing, the use of  Zyklon 
B reached a whole new level: “from March 1943 on, four gas 
chambers and crematoria, designed and built specifically for 
mass murder by German engineers and companies, were in 
operation at the Birkenau camp. At their top capacity, these 
installations could “process” 4,416 victims in 24 hours” 
(Gutman 1994, p. 30).

From 1941 to 1943, Jews destined for extermination ar-
rived in Auschwitz on trains from the following places: Up-
per Silesia, Slovakia, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
France, Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia and parts of  occupied Po-
land, Theresienstadt in Czechoslovakia, Greece, the Ma-
jdanek camp and ghettos of  Zaglebie in Poland, the Ber-
gen-Belsen camps, and Italy (Gutman, 1994). According to 
Gutman “With the establishment of  the death factory, Jews 
arrived in mass transports from Nazi-occupied countries or 
satellites of  the Third Reich. Most transports carried entire 
families uprooted from their residences as part of  the pro-
cess of  total eradication of  Jewish communities, their only 
offense being their “racial” and national origins” (Gutman, 
1994, pp. 30-31).

Just as prussic acid began as a harmless pesticide for 
general use, the crematorium began in England in the late 
1800s as a public health solution for the handling of  human 
remains in heavily populated areas. The idea to use crema-
toria spread quickly to the European continent, and firms in 
Germany were involved in their construction.

Through an engineer by the name of  Kurt Prüfer, of  the 
reputable German firm of  Topf  and Sons in Erfurt, Germa-
ny secured the first contract issued by the SS to build a single 
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muffle furnace for the Reich (the muffle holds the human 
remains). By the end of  1939, the first furnace was in full 
operation at the Dachau camp. The following year Prüfer 
secured a second contract to produce two furnaces for the 
price of  9,000 Reichsmarks—one at Auschwitz and another 
at the Flossenburg concentration camp in Germany: “The 
new contract must have pleased Prüfer, and not only because 
of  the 2 percent commission he received on the profit of  
each order. With Topf  furnaces in Dachau, Buchenwald, 
Flossenburg, and Auschwitz, he was on his way to acquiring 
a monopoly in what could only be an expanding market” 
(Pressac, 1994, p. 187). 

Just as there were problems that needed to be worked out 
with the use of  prussic acid, there were many problems with 
the furnaces to be worked out by Topf  engineers and other 
professionals. Furnaces broke down and there were frequent 
alterations, modifications, and redesigns that needed to be 
made. Ventilation was a problem with the furnaces as well. 
Also, smokestacks needed to be constructed or repaired. At 
one point, fuel shortages forced Topf  to redesign a model 
furnace to use coke burners instead of  oil burners. Plans for 
an electric forced-air draft fan fitted with an electric blower 
needed to be perfected. On August 15, 1940, crematorium I 
at Auschwitz became fully operational, and the first crema-
tion took place. Prüfer estimated that the furnace would pro-
cess 30 to 36 bodies in a 10-hour cycle or about 70 bodies if  
it were run for a 20-hour cycle (Pressac 1994). For Prüfer, the 
Topf  furnace ensured an efficient, cost-effective operation. 

Crematorium I was the first of  the crematoriums to be 
built at Auschwitz, but plans for more crematoria soon fol-
lowed. Crematorium II was to be built in Birkenau, and plans 
were on the drawing board for crematoria III, IV, and V. As 
plans for the additional crematoria progressed, so did the evo-
lution of  the single-muffle furnace. It was not long until two-, 
three-, and four-muffle furnaces were required (Pressac 1994).
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In late 1942 the Nazis began to formulate plans to build 
crematorium VI because they were becoming insecure about 
the increased demand for cremation created by the influx of  
new arrivals at the camp. Commandant Hoss of  Auschwitz 
described one of  the new furnaces under consideration as 
“in the shape of  a huge brickworks with a ring furnace” 
conjuring an image of  a continuous ring holding hundreds 
of  human corpora encircling a huge brick building (Piper 
1994, p. 176). Fortunately, the war was winding down and 
crematorium VI was never built. More than a million Jews 
lost their lives in the gas chambers of  Auschwitz–Birkenau, 
and it was the gas chambers and crematoria that enabled 
killing on such a massive scale (Piper 1994).

For Topf  and Sons, as well as for many other German 
businesses, professionals, and SS staff, supplying labor and 
materials for the Holocaust was filling a need. The Holo-
caust stands out as an example of  20th-century industrial 
organizing, planning, time management, cost-benefit and 
assembly-line mentalities:

As thousands of  women, children, and old people disap-
peared into the flames, the Zentralbauleitung  and Topf  
were settling their accounts. The Zentralbauleitung had 
paid practically all of  its outstanding bills during the 
last trimester of  1943 and at the beginning of  February 
1944. But it wanted Topf  to pay for the jobs it had com-
missioned the metalwork shop at the DAW to do and for 
various little things that Topf  needed on the work sites 
and that the Zentralbauleitung had procured (Pressac 
1994, p. 239).

By January of  1945 all of  the crematoria in the Auschwitz 
death camps had been destroyed (Pressac 1994). Although 
the camps with their gas chambers and ovens no longer ex-
ist, the memory of  the horrors of  Auschwitz will go down in 
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history as the place where the first industrial, scientific geno-
cide in human history took place.

Other Genocides
The crime of  genocide has plagued humanity for thou-

sands of  years, and the 20th century was one of  the worst for 
this crime against humanity. A total of  nineteen genocides 
were perpetrated worldwide during this century, with the 
Holocaust and the genocides of  Armenia, Cambodia and 
Rwanda being just a few that marked this horrific period in 
history. In the Armenian genocide of  1915, 1.5 million Ar-
menian lives were lost in a systematic government attempt to 
eliminate the Armenian population. Denial of  the genocide 
by the Turkish government persists to the present day. The 
Jewish Holocaust followed from 1941 to 1945, where, again, 
there was a systematic government attempt to eliminate an 
out-group, and six million Jews lost their lives (in addition 
to several million more people deemed undesirable). On the 
other side of  the world, from 1975 to 1979, the Khmer Rouge 
regime in Cambodia carried out a systematic extermination 
of  the Cambodian people, killing l.7 million Cambodians. 
Rwanda, where the last genocide of  the 20th century took 
place, saw a systematic attempt by the Hutu elite majority 
to eliminate the minority Tutsi, Twa, and moderate Hutu. A 
total of  800,000 Rwandans lost their lives during this brutal 
time in the country’s history (Genocide Watch, n.d.).

Genocide reared its ugly head again early in the 21st cen-
tury in Darfur, erupting in 2003 and lingering for many years. 
According to humanitarian affairs scholar Mukesh Kapila 
in his paper entitled “Darfur: The World’s Longest Running 
Genocide,” this was again “a systematic and organized at-
tempt by supremacist–racist perpetrators (the Janjaweed aid-
ed by their government allies and led by the dominating mili-
tary–political elite) to ‘do away’ with another group of  people 
because of  their black African identity” (Kapila 2014).
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Unfortunately, Darfur is not the only genocide of  the 
21st century. According to a New York Times report, the 
three-member panel of  the United Nations Fact-Finding 
Mission on Myanmar has judged the actions of  Myanmar’s 
Buddhist-majority security forces against Rohingya Muslims 
a genocide (Cumming-Bruce 2018). Forces in Myanmar had 
begun a campaign of  ethnic cleansing in August 2017 that 
included slaughter, gang rape, and the burning of  hundreds 
of  villages. Since then, more than 10,000 Rohingya have 
died in what have been described as “clearance operations.” 
Another 74,000 Rohingya have fled to Bangladesh, while 
about 120,000 remain internally displaced (Zakaria 2019). 
The government of  Myanmar has launched a repatriation 
campaign to encourage Rohingya in refugee camps in Ban-
gladesh to return, but few care to comply (Beech 2019).

The Rohingya genocide is linked to the Jewish genocide 
in a very unique way. Just as Hitler used the new medium 
of  film to transmit Nazi propaganda, the modern-day so-
cial communication medium Facebook has been used by 
government officials and others in Myanmar to circulate 
propaganda against the Rohingya. According to a New York 
Times article, Facebook had to bar certain individuals and or-
ganizations linked to the Myanmar military’s human rights 
abuses from using its platform (Beech 2018). These are two 
examples of  how the perpetrators of  genocide employ the 
latest technologies of  their day for propaganda.

We have just reviewed genocides that occurred prior to 
as well as after the Holocaust. Many thought the Holocaust 
was the genocide to end all genocides. Yet, the crime of  
genocide has continued to rear its ugly head. It is a crime 
that seldom manifests in black and white. Rather, as we have 
seen, it is a multilayered offense that is carried out on many 
levels. Factors such as racism, anti-Semitism, economic 
and political factors, and the dehumanization of  the other 
precede this horrific crime against humanity. Fortunately, 
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today, there are rays of  hope worldwide committed to com-
bating the crime of  genocide. 

One ray of  hope is the International Association of  
Genocide Studies (IAGS). Founded in 1994, it has worked 
hard over the years to bring about the first academic inter-
disciplinary study of  genocide that is global in its reach. Its 
main goal is the prevention of  the crime of  genocide wher-
ever it occurs.  Through its conferences, workshops, research 
centers, publications, public policy efforts, scholarship and 
many other endeavors, we know more about the crime of  
genocide than ever before. Goals and objectives based on 
solid interdisciplinary research are a major step forward in 
combating the crime of  genocide  (IAGS n.d.).      

Another ray of  hope is a new voluntary organization 
called the Alliance Against Genocide, which operates under 
the umbrella organization Genocide Watch. The Alliance’s 
approach is decentralized but its mission is proactive. Its 
many constituent international partner organizations con-
verge with the express goal of  preventing genocide. In ad-
dition to advocating for institutional reform of  the United 
Nations, the Alliance has implemented its own NGO early 
warning system, alerting the community to forms of  ethnic 
conflict taking place, as well as its own powerful and rapid 
response forces at regional and international levels. One of  
its goals is to have an international police force that can act 
swiftly whenever genocide threatens (Genocide Watch, n.d.). 
These are just two out of  many outstanding organizations 
presently working to prevent the crime of  genocide wherever 
it occurs in the world.

Conclusion
The beginning of  this essay stated that all holocausts are 

genocides but not all genocides are holocausts. It also stated 
that the Jewish Holocaust of  the 20th century differed from 
all other genocides in the history of  the world because it was 
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the only genocide where an industrialization of  death oc-
curred, utilizing the most modern, scientific, and technolog-
ical advances of  the day to obliterate an out-group. The en-
suing discussion of  the Holocaust attempted to demonstrate 
how these two statements are true. We started by looking at 
the stages of  genocide followed by an exploration of  the con-
cept of  the bystander, which is applicable to all genocides. 
We explored the role of  women bystanders as well as the role 
of  corporate bystanders in German society. We also looked 
at the role of  rescuer. We then turned to the qualities that dif-
ferentiated the Holocaust from other genocides, beginning 
with the Nazis’ plan called the Final Solution, which was 
designed to eliminate Europe’s Jewish population. We exam-
ined closely how Auschwitz, the Nazi “centerpiece” of  death, 
came to represent the first industrial, scientific genocide in 
human history, by looking through the lens of  the chemi-
cal called Zyklon B and the modern-day furnace called the 
crematorium. The new chemical enabled the efficient killing 
of  thousands of  people at a time, while the ancient element 
of  fire used in a new way as part of  a modern-day furnace, 
enabled the disposal of  thousands of  human remains at one 
time. It was a triumph of  industrialized, scientific, genocide, 
and it was done on a scale never before seen in the history of  
the world. Hopefully, this line of  inquiry has convinced the 
reader that the Jewish Holocaust of  the 20th century differed 
significantly from all other genocides. The Holocaust was no 
“sacred offering;” it was an industrialized, scientific attempt 
to obliterate the Jewish people and their culture from Eu-
rope.

The introduction to this essay described fire as an element 
used in the sacred rituals of  the ancients. To conclude, let us 
look to the fire that illumes the imagination of  humankind.  
Theologian Matthew Fox describes how our greatest gift—
the one that sets us apart from other species—is the human 
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imagination, which gives us our unlimited capacity for cre-
ativity (Fox 2004). We have minds that can contemplate the 
furthest galaxies and explore the depths of  the oceans; we 
can build spaceships that go to the moon and probe the com-
plexities of  the psyche; we can create super structures and 
develop nanotechnologies. But there is a dark side to all of  
this wonderful human creativity. Like many things in life, the 
human imagination is a double-edged sword. It can be used 
for good or for evil.

Fox warns us that we can create a world that is “life-giv-
ing” or “death-making.” Mankind’s capacity for the demonic 
did not emerge in the modern day. Thomas Aquinas, seven 
centuries ago, warned of  this weakness in our species. “One 
human being can do more evil than all the other species put 
together” (Fox 2004, p. 35).

The Jewish Holocaust of  the 20th century will go down 
in history as a time when some members of  humanity 
chose to create a world that was “death-making” instead 
of  “life-giving.”  Brilliant chemists chose to create a lethal 
poison that would kill millions of  people; brilliant engineers 
and architects chose to design gas chambers and crematoria 
for the mass killing and disposal of  the remains of  millions 
of  people. The human imagination, in this instance, was a 
lethal weapon that needed to be tethered to a higher mor-
al value. Our powers for creativity have to be steered in a 
positive, healthy direction, as stated by Fox. If  we do not do 
this, “then we are surrendering our ethical decision making 
to others. And these others, be they individuals or corpora-
tions, have their own agendas which may prove to be very 
distant from our own values and ethics” (Fox, 2004, p.36). 

If  there is a lesson to be learned from the Holocaust, it is 
what the consequences might be if  we no longer care about 
our neighbors and if, as Fox stated, we let our responsibility 
for our creativity be subsumed under others’ agendas.
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The Status of Women

NICHOLE WAGNER

Promoting a healthy future for the children of  the world 
requires us to examine the role that all people play in provid-
ing social support to one another. Social injustice embedded 
in relations of  power and privilege creates unequal opportu-
nities for people with marginalized identities. In many cul-
tures and societies there is a persistent inequality between 
people considered male and those identified as female.

Consider for a moment what could be possible in a so-
ciety where women and girls are unconditionally protected 
and respected. Imagine a little girl who dreams of  being a sci-
entist. Her mother is an engineer, her father is a teacher. The 
girl is able to eat healthy foods. She feels safe in her neigh-
borhood. She can focus in the classroom and form meaning-
ful relationships. Her parents embolden her to reach for her 
dreams, work hard, and know that she is intrinsically valued. 
While in high school she is encouraged to obtain scholarships 
to help her pay for college, where she has the opportunity to 
study science. The girl completes her education and even-
tually makes valuable scientific contributions that improve 
people’s lives. The positive impact this one girl has on the 
world is made possible because she is supported—socially, 
physically, and economically—by her family and communi-
ty. This is the kind of  future our children can inherit.

What stands in the way of  little girls of  the world? Ideas 
that demean and diminish the value of  femininity. Social 
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systems that exclude females. Male favoritism and privilege. 
Violence in families and communities. Unequal access to 
education, health care, employment opportunities, and pay. 
These are clear barriers to unfettered development. Anoth-
er factor in gender discrimination is the tendency to essen-
tialize people’s identities—that is, the claim that a category 
of  people have certain characteristics that are inherent in 
every member of  that group. When applied to constructs 
of  gender and femininity, this means that women are fre-
quently perceived as fragile, illogical, and inferior, thereby 
ignoring social–emotional variation in individuals that is 
unrelated to their sex or their gender (Wood, 2015). Dis-
proportionate violence towards women is one of  the most 
widespread and difficult impediments to gender equality 
(Carter, 2014; Wood, 2015). In many places around the 
world, women cannot vote, drive, own property, or travel 
abroad without permission from a husband or male rela-
tive. Even in industrialized nations, implicit prejudice and 
discrimination can hold women back from obtaining power 
and influence comparable to that of  their male counter-
parts. All of  these conditions impair the ability of  women 
and girls to participate in their societies, depriving com-
munities and countries of  valuable leaders and innovators. 
Since the focus of  this book is on the future and what can 
be made possible, we felt it was crucial to briefly examine 
the social status of  women in various parts of  the world in 
an effort to understand what can be done to promote jus-
tice and equality for all.

Gender inequality refers to the various ways in which 
women and girls are systemically and systematically disad-
vantaged in areas of  social life. Some of  these disadvan-
tages include unequal access to education, health care, job 
opportunities, and civic leadership. Impediments to the 
progress of  women are too numerous to recount in a single 
chapter. Instead, we will briefly examine some obstacles to 
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gender equality, and then suggest how ordinary citizens can 
help promote the advancement of  women in their commu-
nities.

In his book A Call to Action: Women, Religion, Violence, and 
Power (2014), former United States President Jimmy Carter 
relates his experience working to combat gender inequality 
around the world. Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter’s nonprof-
it, nongovernmental organization, the Carter Center, was 
founded in 1982 with the goals of  alleviating human suffer-
ing and promoting human rights. The Carter Center has 
supported efforts to strengthen equality for women and girls 
in over 80 countries since its founding. Comparing gender 
discrimination to racism, President Carter describes the for-
mer as “extending far beyond a small geographical region to 
the entire globe . . . based on the presumption that men and 
boys are superior to women and girls,” and as a “system of  
discrimination . . . supported by some male religious leaders 
who distort . . . sacred texts to perpetuate their claim that 
females are, in some basic ways, inferior to them, unquali-
fied to serve God on equal terms” (2014, pp. 1–2). President 
Carter’s criticism of  the distortion of  religious ideas to justify 
discrimination against women and girls shows that it pro-
vides men with a false moral high ground from which to gain 
undeserved power and privilege. At times, the perceived in-
feriority of  women is used to justify practices such as female 
genital mutilation, which is often carried out to preserve a 
girl’s “purity” before marriage and to discourage sexual rela-
tions outside of  marriage by reducing or eliminating sexual 
pleasure (Wood, 2015, pp. 264–66).

Another major driving force in gender inequality is the 
epidemic of  gender-based violence. Tolerance for systems of  
discrimination promotes an underlying acceptance of  vio-
lence against, and the suffering of, vulnerable social groups 
(Carter, 2014). According to the World Health Organization 
(WHO, n.d.), approximately 30% of  women globally have 
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experienced violence at the hands of  an intimate partner. 
Data from the Global Gender Gap Report shows that as many 
as 38% of  women who were murdered around the world 
were killed by an intimate partner (World Economic Forum 
[WEF], 2017). Gender-based violence contributes to other 
forms of  inequality, such as classism and economic injustice. 
President Carter writes that, in addition to violence and suf-
fering caused by inequality, “there is a devastating effect on 
economic prosperity caused by the loss of  contributions of  
at least half  of  the human beings on earth. This is not just a 
women’s issue. It is not confined to the poorest countries. It 
affects us all” (2014, p. 3). This insight highlights a rallying 
point in the fight for gender equality. All people are affected 
by the injustice of  gender inequality, and all people have a 
responsibility to use their voice and social influence to speak 
out and push back against it. A first step can be calling out 
injustice in any form. This brings attention to systems of  
privilege and discrimination.

The status of  women and girls can be improved through 
deliberate, collective efforts. International forums provide 
space for bringing to light these issues and forming plans of  
action. The World Health Organization is one such forum. 
Partnering with the United Nations to create an agenda of  
humanitarian priorities they call Sustainable Development 
Goals, the WHO’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment includes several goals that relate to the status of  wom-
en, including a specific goal called Gender Equality. One 
strategy called for is the creation and utilization of  data-shar-
ing systems between humanitarian agencies. Programs that 
deliver results are developed as a result of  implementing pol-
icies. Policies require data for measurements of  effectiveness. 
An efficient method of  gathering and sharing data between 
nations is therefore critical (WHO, n.d.).

Due to major barriers to women’s health in many regions 
of  the world, women are a primary focus of  the WHO and 
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UN’s sustainable development goals, particularly in develop-
ing nations. While there is substantial variation across Afri-
can nations, the average African woman’s lifespan is 22 years 
less than the global average of  80 years. African women are 
also far more likely to die from pregnancy complications, 
communicable diseases and nutritional deficiency (Women 
for Women International, n.d.; WHO, 2017). Female genital 
cutting tragically remains an accepted practice in too many 
parts of  the world, particularly in regions of  Africa and East 
Asia. Genital cutting is often presented as a rite of  passage 
for young women despite links to premature death and com-
plications during pregnancy, among other health concerns 
(Wood, 2015; WHO, 2017). In 2017 two U.S. doctors were 
charged with cutting the genitals of  up to 100 young girls 
in Michigan. This was the first recorded case in the United 
States of  a doctor being criminally charged for genital cut-
ting. As a result, scores of  previously silent women spoke out 
about their own experiences of  being subjected to the pro-
cedure (Belluck, 2017). This illustrates how social, cultural, 
and religious norms can greatly affect women’s physical and 
emotional health. It also demonstrates that positive change 
can occur when women have the opportunity to give input 
and shape norms under the protection of  law.

Another tool for evaluating the status of  women is the 
Global Gender Gap Index, which is a collection of  data gath-
ered by the World Economic Forum. The index measures 
over 70 indicators of  the socioeconomic status of  women 
in countries around the world. These include participation 
in the labor force and professional careers, access to health 
care, access to wealth and technology, and levels of  partici-
pation in education and political leadership. The Index’s lat-
est report summarizes the importance of  closing the gender 
gap: “To build future economies that are both dynamic and 
inclusive, we must ensure that everyone has equal oppor-
tunity. When women and girls are not integrated—as both 
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beneficiary and shaper—the global community loses out on 
skills, ideas and perspectives that are critical for addressing 
global challenges and harnessing new opportunities” (WEF, 
2017, p. v).

The United States ranks 49th out of  144 countries on the 
Global Gender Gap Index. This compares to a ranking of  
23rd in the 2006 index. The U.S. has declined in its advance-
ment of  women in all subindex areas aside from education-
al attainment, and remains far below average in terms of  
women’s participation in government (96th out of  144). It 
has comparatively few women in local and national offices, 
and there have been no female heads of  state in the nation’s 
history (WEF, 2017). At 82nd place on the “Health and Sur-
vival” subindex, the United States shows that much remains 
to be done to achieve gender parity within its borders, both 
socially and politically.

The United States has recently seen the rise of  a wide-
spread feminist movement. Unlike in social movements of  
times past, cultural narratives today can shift dramatically 
through the strategic use of  digital media. Aided by social 
media and popular personalities, this recent feminist up-
rising has manifested as what is now popularly referred to 
as the Me Too movement. Coined in 2007 by social activ-
ist Tarana Burke, the phrase “Me Too” has been used as 
a way to connect the shared experiences of  women who 
have suffered sexual violence and harassment, calling out 
the need for resources and support (García Giribet, 2018). 
Burke, a Black woman from the Bronx, noted that women 
of  color have often been sidelined in popular feminist move-
ments. She hoped to make intersectionality—an awareness 
of  the many social identities that all people have and how 
those identities affect their lives—a main focus of  the move-
ment. After a popular actress shared Burke’s message in a 
social media post, an overwhelming public response result-
ed in the #metoo hashtag on Twitter. More importantly, the 
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Me Too movement brought issues that had long been sup-
pressed by dominant social narratives to the forefront of  na-
tional conversations (Garcia, 2017). The subsequent deluge 
of  women publicly sharing their experiences of  harassment 
and violence resulted in accusations against more than 250 
high-profile men whose behavior had gone unchallenged for 
years (North et al., 2019). The global sharing of  information 
and culture, made possible by online media platforms, has 
brought awareness of  the Me Too movement to women in 
many parts of  the world, and it may yet yield major social 
changes outside of  the United States.

Social change takes place at both local and global lev-
els. Nonprofit organizations such as the World Health Or-
ganization, Carter Center, World Economic Forum, Women 
for Women’s Rights, and many others represent a collective 
concern for and interest in the well-being of  women and 
girls in all local communities and in the global community 
of  nations. These organizations exist because of  committed 
individuals who recognize the harm caused by gender bias 
and violence and who are motivated to organize their efforts 
in meaningful ways. When individuals are taught respect 
and compassion for others from an early age, a cultural shift 
takes place—one that does not allow for passive acceptance 
of  violence and discrimination. Vulnerable groups are of-
fered protection and support, and suffering does not go un-
addressed, because in a compassionate society the suffering 
of  one group affects everyone.

The end of  gender inequality will not come quickly, but 
one can draw hope from efforts to educate and encourage 
people to address systems that diminish the status of  wom-
en. Nurturing a sense of  morality, justice, and other altruis-
tic principles can lead individuals to become involved in the 
struggle to increase equality (Oliner, 2003). When women 
suffer, so do their communities. When women prosper, the 
world prospers. Social, economic, and political systems that 
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permit gender-based violence are the same systems that un-
dergird other forms of  discrimination and inequality for peo-
ple with nondominant social identities. Moral leaders and 
compassionate individuals can cultivate caring relationships 
and promote female equality in schools and communities, 
and thereby realize a hopeful future that our children can 
inherit.
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Families of the Future

PAT DEVINE

The human family has been the bedrock social unit of  
human societies for thousands of  years. It has taken on a 
variety of  forms throughout the centuries and has uniquely 
suited itself  for each evolutionary stage and undergone ad-
aptations when required. According to the latest research by 
social historians, families have always been diverse and we 
need to modify the understanding that there is one domi-
nant Western type (Zinn, Eitzen, Wells 2011). Speaking in 
broad terms, however, particular family structures developed 
historically to meet the economic demands of  the times. For 
thousands of  years humans lived in hunter-gather societies 
where a broad range of  social relationships based on kinship 
and/or the tribe prevailed. With the dawn of  agriculture, the 
large extended family system consisting of  parents, multiple 
children, grandparents, and a network of  relatives united by 
kinship, emerged to meet the necessities of  the time period. 
Thousands of  years later, agrarian society gave way to the in-
dustrial age. At this point in time, the extended family system 
prevalent in Western-European culture was trimmed down 
to a smaller social unit (mother, father and fewer children) to 
become the nuclear family of  the modern era. Some social 
forecasters predicted that the nuclear family would be a mere 
blip on the historical timeline. Based on an idealized model 
of  women who were defined by rigid gender roles as stay-
at-home wives and mothers, satisfied to live through their 
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husbands and children, it has been a flawed system vulnera-
ble to change. Today we are facing another major evolution-
ary transition from an industrial society to a post-modern 
society that is based on information and technology. Where 
the agrarian age and the industrial age required physical 
strength and the making of  commodities, the new informa-
tion-technological age requires a high level of  cognitive skills 
for the modern-day work environments. What is required 
of  the nuclear family in this new information-technological 
age? Will it survive? How will gender roles change? How 
will new technologies affect the nuclear family? How will the 
expanding global economy affect the nuclear family? It is 
the challenge for present-day futurists to assess the impact 
of  future change on the family system. Futurists and other 
social scientists do not have a crystal ball; they cannot tell 
us definitively just what form the family of  the future will 
take. Researchers can only identify present-day trends that 
may give some indication where the family is heading. The 
following pages seek to explore what some of  the present-day 
trends are related to the nuclear family as well as to look at 
the impact of  future change on the family system.   

We will begin with a brief  overview of  the nuclear family 
paradigm that was prevalent in the modern era. Secondly, 
we will proceed to an overview of  how the future has al-
ready impacted marriage and the nuclear family. Thirdly, we 
will look at the gender revolution created by the impact of  
women in the workforce. Fourthly, we will look at the role of  
technological innovation in creating exponential growth for 
the economies of  the future. Fifthly, we will look at declining 
and emerging values affecting the family. Sixthly, we will look 
at the impact of  future technologies on the family as well as 
explore ethical concerns. Lastly, we will hear voices of  hope 
for the families of  the future.      

In the industrial age, the dominant paradigm of  the nu-
clear family was defined by sociologists and anthropologists 
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“as a group of  people who are united by ties of  partner-
ship and parenthood and consisting of  a pair of  adults and 
their socially recognized children.” In the recent past, this 
definition of  the nuclear family has been expanded to in-
clude same-sex marriage which is based on partnerships of  
the same gender (Encyclopedia Britannica). It is important 
to note at this point that while the original definition was 
initially informed by heterosexual dominance; i.e., one man 
and one woman, it has recently been expanded to acknowl-
edge partnerships with varying sexual identifications. 

Today, the definition of  family has evolved even further to 
encompass the following new living arrangements that have 
emerged in society in recent years. (1) single women having 
children; (2) people living together without being married; 
and (3) unmarried couples raising children (Pew Research 
Center, 2010, Chapter 5). In addition to these changes in liv-
ing arrangements, a new term, blended families, has emerged 
which describes families with mixed parentage whereby one 
or both parents remarry and bring children from the former 
marriage into the new marital structure. In the year 2014, it 
was reported that nearly half  (44%) of  young people ages 18 
to 29 had a step sibling (Krogstad, 2014).

The nuclear family was widely assumed by dominant 
Western paradigms to be a normative goal since the 1950s. So-
ciologist Judith Stacey speaks to a bias in the U.S. social scienc-
es that held the belief  that the history of  the American nuclear 
family would become a global model. “Westerners presumed 
that the global diffusion of  the modern nuclear family system 
would come about automatically. Instead industrialization 
quickly gave way to a globalized information economy and 
the transition influenced families both in the U.S. and globally 
to drift toward the “postmodern” stage of  diversity, flux and 
instability” (Stacey, 1996, as cited in Montgomery, 2008).

Futurist Alvin Toffler, in his seminal work about the fu-
ture entitled Future Shock (1970), warned the American public 
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about the rate of  change that was impacting modern-day 
life and how this accelerated change was affecting Ameri-
can institutions, including the family. Toffler predicted that 
the family of  the future will need to pare down to its most 
elemental form of  man and woman. (It is important to note 
here that Toffler’s book Future Shock came out in 1970 and 
that an updated version would likely characterize this rela-
tionship more inclusively, such as two people joined together 
by a marital bond). The family of  the future will need to 
be mobile and flexible. The primary piece of  excess bag-
gage to be cast aside will be children. Some couples may 
decide to remain childless and navigate through life devoted 
to their work, professions and other life goals. Toffler also 
foresaw deferring parenthood to another stage of  life. This 
last prediction has materialized in society. Today, advances 
in biotechnology have extended a woman’s biological time 
clock and have now presented parenthood as an option to be 
chosen at a later stage in life.    

According to Toffler, anthropologist Margaret Mead is 
also known to have held the view that the nuclear family was 
starting to undergo major changes. Mead predicted that the 
role of  parent in the future would be carried out by fewer 
people who would perform the main task of  raising children 
in society. For the first time in the history of  the world, there 
would be a large segment of  the population who would be 
relieved of  childrearing and “free to function-for the first 
time in history—as individuals” wrote Mead (Toffler 1970, 
p. 242).          

The Impact of  the Future on the Family 
One need only to look at the status of  the present-day 

family to understand how “future shock” has affected the nu-
clear family over the past 50 years. The future is here now. 
Since the publication of  the book Future Shock in 1970, there 
has been a quiet revolution taking place in American society 
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fueled by such factors as demographics, economics and so-
cietal changes that have impacted the structure and compo-
sition of  the American family. Absent from the scene is the 
idealized nuclear family unit of  mother, father and a couple 
of  children of  the mid-Twentieth Century. Also, absent from 
the scene is the idealized media version of  the family that 
prevailed for some years that depicted the family as white 
and European in origin. Marriage and the nuclear family 
today are made up of  many colors and ethnicities.   

According to writer Kristen Bialik, in her Pew Research 
Center article “Key Facts about Race & Marriage 50 Years After 
Loving v. Virginia,” intermarriage has increased steadily since 
1967 when the law was passed prohibiting marriage discrim-
ination based on race. Bialik describes how, in 2015, one-
in-six U.S. newlyweds (17%) were married to a person of  a 
different race or ethnicity. This percentage figure represents 
a significant increase from the 1967 rate of  three percent. Bi-
alik elaborates further on how overall increases in intermar-
riage have been driven in part by rising intermarriage rates 
among black and white newlyweds. The most dramatic in-
crease, according to Bialik, has occurred among black new-
lyweds, whose intermarriage rate more than tripled from 5% 
in 1980 to 18% in 2015. Among whites, the rates rose from 
4% in 1980 to 11% in 2015. Just as the rate of  intermarriage 
has increased in society, there has been a rise in children who 
are multiracial or multiethnic, reports Bialik. Today one in 
seven U.S. infants (14%) are multiracial or multiethnic. This 
represents a major increase since the year 1980 (Bialik 2017).               

According to writers Cilluffo and Cohn in their Pew Re-
search Center article describing demographic trends shaping 
the world in the year 2017, in addition to the changing col-
ors of  matrimony today is the declining institution of  mar-
riage itself. According to the writers, there has been a down-
ward trajectory regarding marriage in this country. They 
report that just half  of  U.S. adults were married in 2015, 
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representing a significant decline from the year 1950 when 
70% of  the population was married (Cilluffo, Cohn 2017). 
At the same time, according to a Pew Research Center arti-
cle on the decline of  marriage, it is pointed out that, contrary 
to public perception, divorce rates have also declined over 
the past 20 years. The article describes how divorce rates 
did rise sharply during the 1960’s and 1970’s but leveled off 
and began to trend downward (Pew Research Center, 2010 
p. 18). In another Pew Research Center article, the writers 
describe how there is a new phenomenon occurring regard-
ing the institution of  marriage called gray divorce. The au-
thors describe how between 1990 and 2015 the divorce rate 
among those 50 and older roughly doubled, spawning this 
new term (Cilluffo, Cohn 2017).

Trends In Cohabitation
At the same time that there has been a decline in mar-

riage rates, there has been a rise in cohabitation rates in this 
country.  According to writers Cilluffo and Cohn, in their 
Pew Research Center article on the decline of  the institution 
of  marriage, there is an increase in unmarried partners liv-
ing together. Included in this category is a growing number 
of  unmarried parents. At the same time, there has been a 
growing number of  adults in the population who are living 
without a spouse or partner.  In the year 2007, for example, 
39% of  the adult population were living without a spouse or 
partner.  By 2017, the percentage had reached 42% (Cilluffo, 
Cohn, 2018). 

A report by the Organisation for Economic Co-oper-
ation and Development (OECD) entitled “The Future of  
Families to 2030” addresses this decline in marriage and 
trend in cohabitation as phenomena that is happening not 
only in the United States but in Scandinavia and western Eu-
ropean countries as well. The report cites Scandinavia and 
some western European countries where the data indicates 
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that cohabitation appears to be a replacement for marriage. 
Conversely, in the United States, the research indicates that 
cohabitation is more of  a preliminary stage to marriage (Or-
ganisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), 2011).

Social Scientists do not have a crystal ball about present 
marriage and cohabitation rates continuing into the future. 
The present trends could stabilize, increase or reverse.  For 
example, there was a study conducted on U.S. cohorts born 
in the 1950’s and 1960’s, where the data points to the con-
clusion that marriage will remain nearly universal for Amer-
ican women. The researchers conclude that general mar-
riage rates may trend up again in the future should women 
no longer delay marriage for educational purposes (Jiang et 
al., op.ci.) (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2011). At the same time, according to a Pew 
Research Center survey, a majority of  Americans (53%) say 
that people will be less likely to get married in the year 2050. 
When asked about having children, 46% of  the respondents 
answered that people will be less likely to have children than 
they are now (Cilluffo, Cohn 2019).

The following are some of  the projected socioeconomic 
factors the OECD report forecasts that will affect the fami-
ly and household structures of  the future in the developed 
world. (1) The present increase in life expectancy rates is 
projected to grow to levels we have never seen before. The 
elderly will make up a large portion of  the societies of  the 
future. This fact alone will have a major impact on families. 
(2) A decline in fertility rates will also impact the families 
and societies of  the future. This fact is also related to the 
projection that there will be a decline of  young people by 
2030. (3) A growth in broadband technology will transform 
how families will work and how they will learn in the fu-
ture. (4) Technology will empower the lives of  the elderly, 
the sick, the frail and disabled in ways that will help them to 
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lead independent, useful lives. Lastly, in the future there will 
be an expansion of  social media to whole new levels across 
the globe (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2011).

The Gender Revolution
In the beginning of  the industrial revolution, men left 

the home and became active in the public sphere and wom-
en’s lives remained in the realm of  the home. As the indus-
trial economy progressed, women also left the home to par-
ticipate in the public sphere. The major presence of  women 
in the workplace has created transformational changes in 
the traditional gender roles of  the nuclear family system. 

According to a Pew Research Center article, women 
made up only 33% of  the U.S. labor force in 1960. There 
was a significant increase by the year 2009 when participa-
tion of  women in the work force reached 47%. Over the 
same time period, women have made major gains in educa-
tional achievement. According to the Pew Research Center, 
in 1960 less than 6% of  women had completed college. 
By 2008, their numbers had escalated to 29%. From 1990 
to 2010 women were the majority of  new college gradu-
ates thereby providing the workforce with more educated 
women than ever before. These changes regarding women 
pursuing higher education as well as entering the workforce 
in large numbers has had far-ranging effects on the nuclear 
family structure (Pew Research Center 2010).

In an article entitled “The Gender Revolution” pub-
lished in the Population and Development Review of  June 
2015, the authors Goldscheider, Bernhardt and Lappegard 
speak to the idea of  a two-part gender revolution. The first 
stage of  the gender revolution began when women left the 
confines of  the home and entered the public realm. In the 
following quote, the authors describe this first phase of  this 
revolution:
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During its early growth, female labor force participation 
has been linked with trends toward delayed marriage 
and non-marriage (Espenshade 1985), low and often ul-
tra-low fertility (Bernhardt 1993); (Brewster and Rindfuss 
2000), and increased union dissolution (Ruggles 1997). 
However, evidence is accumulating that many of  these 
long-observed linkages are weakening and some are even 
reversing. As we will argue, these weakening and revers-
ing linkages are rooted in changing gender relationships, 
as female employment has become not only ubiquitous 
but expected. We refer to these changing gender rela-
tionships in the public and private spheres as the gender 
revolution (Goldscheider, Bernhardt,  Lappegard, 2015, 
p 207).
              
In the second stage of  the gender revolution, men in-

creased their participation in the private sphere of  home and 
family. A study by Sullivan, Billari, and Altintas (2014) found 
that the research data revealed evidence of  recent increas-
es in 13 European countries in the contribution of  younger, 
more highly educated fathers participating in both childcare 
and domestic tasks in the home. Also, in another study (Bond, 
Galinsky and Swanberg 1998) the data revealed that in the 
United States, among dual-income earners, the amount of  
parental time fathers spent with their children was above 
40% (Goldscheider, Bernhardt, Lappegard, 2015).

In another study regarding fathers’ involvement in 
childcare in the U.S. (Yeung et al. 2001) the data revealed 
increased involvement of  fathers in childcare on weekends. 
Researchers found that while fathers in employed couples 
were responsible for 40 percent of  childcare during the week, 
they took on 47 percent on weekends. In another study (Bi-
anchi, Robinson, and Milkie, 2006), the data also showed an 
increase in involvement of  fathers with their children. The 
researchers found that by the end of  the twentieth century 
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in the U.S., fathers spent five more hours per week with their 
children than they had two decades earlier. Researchers 
Bonke and Esping-Andersen (2008) issue the caveat that it is 
likely that more progress has been made in terms of  men’s 
involvement with children than in their taking responsibility 
for routine household chores. They stress the importance of  
studying these two behaviors separately (Goldscheider, Bern-
hardt, Lappegard, 2015). 

 
The Family and the Global Economy

As society has moved from an industrial age economy to 
a globalized knowledge-based economy, new opportunities 
as well as challenges have emerged which have affected all 
of  society’s institutions, including the family. Some of  the 
current economic predictions for the global economy of  the 
future are positive for families in general and for women in 
particular.      

In the book The Long Boom authors Peter Schwartz, Peter 
Leyden and Joel Hyatt predict an optimistic view of  a glo-
balized future and speak to the technological revolution that 
has fueled this new economy of  the 21st Century. According 
to the authors, it has created:

…a vast economic expansion that could go for decades, 
spreading prosperity around the world and lifting billions 
into middle class lifestyles. These same forces that have 
transformed the economy – technological change, rapid 
innovation, and global integration – are now moving be-
yond the economy and beginning to change our society, 
our politics, our culture, and ultimately, over the course 
of  the coming century, even our civilization (Schwartz, 
Leyden, Hyatt, 1999, p.v.).                       

The writers see the long boom as being beneficial to 
women because it brings them into the new global economy 
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and utilizes their talents. They also believe it will be benefi-
cial to many other groups who heretofore have not been able 
to participate in the economic life on the planet  (Schwartz, 
Leyden, Hyatt 1999). A similar view is voiced by Futurists 
Alvin and Heidi Toffler in their book entitled Revolutionary 
Wealth, which talks about a wealth revolution that will in-
clude new opportunities across the board in a wide-range of  
endeavors, including a myriad of  new business opportunities 
and entrepreneurships, the net effect of  which will be the po-
tential of  reducing poverty on a grand scale across the globe 
(Toffler, Toffler, 2006).     

The predictions for the new economy of  the future, made 
by both Peter Schwartz et. al. and Alvin and Heidi Toffler, 
bode well for the completion of  the gender revolution. In this 
new knowledge-based economy of  the future, gender roles in 
the family have the potential of  being equal for the first time 
in human history.

The National Organization for Women (NOW), back in 
the 1960’s, pointed out how the economy of  the new tech-
nological world no longer needed masculine muscle strength 
but rather it needed higher level cognitive skills and that 
women have a right to take part in this new economy of  the 
future (Toffler,1970). Writers Pamela McCorduck and Nan-
cy Ramsey in their book The Futures of  Women – Scenarios for 
the 21st Century agree and point out the potential for women 
in a new technological age and that the research shows that 
young girls are better learners than young boys and have 
superior symbolic skills as well.  “As hunters and gatherers 
in the symbolic realm, nobody does it better” (McCorduck, 
Ramsey,1996, p.8).    

                                                                     
New Emerging Family Values

In their book Revolutionary Wealth, the Tofflers address 
the idea of  an implosion of  modern-day institutions that 
served a prior era and the emergence of  new values that will 
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accompany the institutions of  today. We cannot expect the 
values of  the nuclear family, which were formed in an indus-
trial society, to be applied to the diverse family forms of  a 
postmodern era state.  At the same time, we cannot apply the 
values common to large multigenerational families prevalent 
in pre-industrial agrarian societies to today (Toffler & Toffler, 
2006). 

Regarding the implosion of  values, in the past fifty years 
we have seen a cultural war emerge over family values in the 
political and social arenas of  American society. Central to 
this values war is the nuclear family, where traditional gender 
roles have changed.  Traditional values, moral values, family 
values, religious values—it is a war that continues to take 
place on many fronts.

Technology and the Family of  the Future
What will be the effect of  new technologies on the fam-

ilies of  the future? The English writer, Aldous Huxley, at-
tempted to give us a vision of  what the future would look 
like in his book Brave New World, which was published in 
1932. In it Huxley described a dystopian future where ge-
netic engineering and brainwashing would be used as tools 
of  control in a totalitarian world (Miller 2016). Since Hux-
ley’s day, new words have entered the human lexicon such 
as artificial intelligence, robotics, nanotechnology, bioen-
gineering, and virtual reality to name a few.  Such words 
transport us into a brave new world that most likely would 
have surprised even Huxley.  It is a world that is totally 
uncharted. Like many innovations in the past, the technol-
ogies of  the future can be looked at as double-edge swords. 
They can help to increase satisfaction in life and decrease 
or eliminate human suffering, or they can propel us into a 
dystopian future, to use Huxley’s term. What follows is an 
exploration of  some of  the technologies that will be im-
pacting our families and societies of  the future.  
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To find out about the future, we consult one of  the 
world’s foremost Futurists, Ray Kurzweil. Kurzweil is an 
author and inventor. He has also served as Director of  En-
gineering at Google. Kurzweil, in his book The Singularity Is 
Near, addresses this idea of  “Singularity” which, according 
to Kurzweil, is the moment when technology will become 
smarter than humans. He predicts this moment to be by 
2045 (Caughill 2017).

The Singularity is “…a future period during which the 
pace of  technological change will be so rapid, its impact 
so deep, that human life will be irreversibly transformed. 
Although neither utopian nor dystopian, this epoch will 
transform the concepts that we rely on to give meaning to 
our lives from our business models to the cycle of  human 
life, including death itself ” (Baer 2015). Such a prediction 
is hopeful and eerie at the same time. On the one hand, 
according to Kurzweil, nanobot technology will enable the 
human immune system to defeat disease which will lead to 
radical life extension. On the other hand, this same tech-
nology will have the possibility of  curing death itself. A 
sampling of  other extreme predictions by Kurzweil include 
such things as being able to upload the human mind into 
computers, connecting the human brain directly into the 
cloud, being able to 3-D print basically everything that hu-
mans will need, and a new world based on virtual reality 
(Baer 2015).                     

Kurzweil gives us some words of  assurance that this 
brave new world of  computers and artificial intelligence is a 
world that “is not going to displace us, compete with us, it’s 
not an invasion coming from Mars – these are tools we’re 
creating to basically expand ourselves, who we are. And 
that’s what we’ve done with tools since we’ve had tools” 
(Kurzweil 2010, p. 65).                      

 In his book The Age of  Spiritual Machines, Kurzweil 
depicts a future where life as we have known it for thousands 
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of  years is replaced by a world based on technologies that 
will change forever the way we live on the planet. The fol-
lowing delineates what forms Kurzweil feels some of  these 
changes will take: Firstly, in the field of  education, virtual 
teachers will transform the way we learn and neural im-
plants will augment the brain’s capacity to process and mas-
ter information. The progenitor of  new knowledge will be 
machines and not humans. Secondly, in the field of  disabil-
ities, there will be an elimination of  the disabilities humans 
have lived with for thousands of  years. For example, there 
will be highly intelligent visual navigation devices for the 
blind, speech-to-print devices for the deaf, and nerve stim-
ulation intelligence in orthotic prosthetics for the physically 
disabled. Thirdly, in the field of  communications, three di-
mensional virtual environments, to three-dimensional ho-
lographic technology, will be the communication modes of  
the day. Fourthly, in the fields of  production, agriculture 
and transportation, humans will no longer be required to 
perform the tasks involved. Fifthly, in the fields of  health 
and medicine, human life will be extended through the use 
of  bionic organs and artificial enhancements for parts of  
the brain. Life expectancy is predicted to be around 120 
years. Lastly, we will fully understand how to read and re-
vise the product of  our genetic code (Kurzweil 1999).           

In a report by the World Economic Forum regarding 
healthcare, Melanie Walker, a medical doctor and World 
Bank advisor, predicts that by 2030 technology will have 
cured the diseases that currently affect us. She predicts that 
the hospital, as it has been defined in our lifetimes, will soon 
become an institution of  the past. Our lives will become 
much safer, she predicts, with the advent of  self-driving cars 
and healthier with an increase in preventive and personal-
ized medicine. In the place of  surgery and organ donors, 
she predicts, will be robotic tubes and bio-printed organs 
(Parker 2016). 
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Ethical Concerns Regarding Future Technology 
In his book Intelligent Machines and Human Values, writer 

Thomas M. Georges explores the relationship between sci-
ence and society and voices his concern that artificial intelli-
gence is likely to create changes faster than human societies 
can absorb them. To avoid risky technological endeavors, in 
the following quote he proposes using artificial intelligence to 
produce simulated societies to predict the societal impact of  
a particular technology.

Experimenting with simulated societies could help us pre-
view technologies, but also the effects of  changing moral 
values on those impacts. In other words, which ground 
rules for exploiting technology would produce the most 
beneficial outcomes for the simulated society? In this 
way, alternative moral and ethical codes that might offset 
our self-destructive tendencies could be devised and test-
ed (Georges 2003, p. 245).

Also posing important questions about future technolo-
gies is the author Noreen L. Herzfeld, who speaks from a 
religious perspective regarding artificial intelligence that is 
predicted to supersede humans. She asks the question: If  hu-
mankind is made in the image of  God, what does that say 
about an artificial intelligence that surpasses humankind?   

Herzfeld looks to her own Christian tradition and to 
theologian Karl Barth to find an answer to this question. Ac-
cording to Barth, “man is not without but with God” (Her-
zfeld 2002, p. 86). This human-God relationship, therefore, 
is a template for our human-to-human interactions. Unfor-
tunately, Barth had little to say about human-to-non-human 
interactions. After further search through the tradition, Her-
zfeld suggests looking to the Rule of  St. Benedict for guidance 
on how humans might relate to the world of  computers and 
artificial intelligence. St. Benedict instructs his monks to treat 
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everyone with respect and humility and to treat the material 
goods of  the monastery as sacred vessels. Herzfeld interprets 
the term sacred vessels in a contemporary sense and applies 
it to the areas of  computers and artificial intelligence. She 
gives modern-day technologies their due but also issues the 
caveat that we need to be vigilant in their applications. For 
Herzfeld, if  it should ever come down to a choice between 
protecting human life and its communities, and artificial in-
telligence, we need to choose the former (Herzfeld 2002).  

In reply to concerns regarding future technologies, Fu-
turist Kurzweil responds with a warning that relinquishment 
of  pursuing technological advances is not desirable because 
it would deprive humanity of  some of  technology’s great-
est benefits. Also, relinquishment would drive technological 
development underground, where it would take a more vir-
ulent form such as bioterrorism, where a bioweapon could 
be developed by an unscrupulous individual or group.  Fur-
thermore, according to Kurzweil, by suppressing scientific 
inquiry, humanity would be deprived of  technologies that 
would eliminate many forms of  suffering in the world. Also, 
Kurzweil warns that by scientific inquiry going underground, 
responsible scientists would be hindered in developing the 
necessary defenses against abuse. He advocates for a world 
committed to open scientific inquiry (Kurzweil 2010).

We have seen how the technologies discussed by Kur-
zweil and others in this writing bode well for the relief  of  
human suffering on a grand scale and how our societies and 
our families will stand to benefit from such technological 
advancement. We have also been given a glimpse of  how 
some future technologies are questionable as to their value 
for future families and societies. Although, as stated earlier, 
technological advancement remains a double-edged sword. 
Notwithstanding Kurzweil’s warnings about limiting sci-
ence, the scientific community would do well to consider the 
ethical concerns expressed in this essay. It will be the role 
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of  futurists, scientists of  all disciplines and ethicists of  the 
future to advocate for and support approaches such as the 
one voiced by Thomas M. George. His intelligent simulator 
model would be able to demonstrate possible outcomes in 
a community as a result of  a given technology. Such an ap-
proach will be needed in order to safeguard the dignity of  
our families and our societies of  the future. 

In addition to ethical concerns about the impact of  fu-
ture technologies on families and societies, is also the con-
cern about which families will benefit from the new technol-
ogies and which ones will be left out. Will many be excluded 
technological access because of  race, class, sex, gender, or 
nationality, just to name a few social identities that can be 
marginalized? How will racism, classism, sexism, patriarchy, 
and xenophobia affect the distribution of  technological re-
sources for the families of  the future? This is a question fu-
turists and other social scientists concerned about the family 
will need to address.

Voices of  Hope for the Future
Authors Pamela McCorduck and Nancy Ramsey in their 

book The Futures of  Women:  Scenarios for the 21st Century, write 
of  hope from a feminist perspective about a day in the future 
when societies will reach true equality between the sexes. 
They look forward to a time when women’s rights means the 
same as human rights. According to the authors, when this 
day finally arrives, all the old divisions that have separated 
the sexes throughout the centuries will no longer apply (Mc-
Corduck, Ramsey 1996).

Feminist writers Jennifer Baumgardener and Amy Rich-
ards in their book Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism and the 
Future, also address continuing a feminist agenda until true 
gender equality is achieved. Their hope for the future in-
cludes a world where there are such things as equal pay for 
equal work, where co-parenting is the norm for all families, 
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regardless of  race or ethnicity, and where the sexes are freed 
from emotional restrictions and expectations. Their hope is 
for a world where, ultimately, there will be no need for a fem-
inist movement or agenda (Baumgardner, Richards 2000).

Writer Alexandra Montgomery in her article “U.S. Fami-
lies 2025: In Search of  Future Families,” summed up the role 
of  feminists and futurists in the years ahead to assure equal-
ity for families.  “For future gender roles to reflect equality – 
equality being both a feminist and a futurist ideal -- futurists 
should seek personal, professional, and activist opportunities 
to ensure that more families are empowered to make con-
scious choices that reinforce the human value of  equality” 
(Montgomery 2008, p. 387).

Summary
In this essay we have explored the future of  the family. 

We reviewed at a sampling of  how the future has already 
impacted the nuclear family to date and various markers of  
change. We looked at a gender revolution created by women 
entering the workforce. We surveyed predictions of  a long 
boom and revolutionary wealth that have the ability to trans-
form the economies of  the future, eradicating major pockets 
of  poverty across the planet and providing opportunity for 
gender parity. We explored how family values change as our 
family structures change. We listened to a prominent futurist 
who outlined for us a future that will transform life as we 
have known it on this planet and has the potential for allevi-
ating human suffering on a grand scale. We probed ethical 
concerns about the effects of  future technologies on the fam-
ily and society. We asked the question, “who are the families 
that will benefit from the technological innovations of  the fu-
ture?” and, “who are the families that will be left out?” Last-
ly, we examined visions of  hope for the families of  the future.

Just as feminists and futurists need to work towards 
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assuring a future of  equality for families, other social scien-
tists, such as sociologists and anthropologists who are con-
cerned about the family, need to work towards the goal of  
equality as well. They will need to focus on assessing the fu-
ture’s impact on evolving family structures, evolving gender 
roles and the impact of  new economies and technologies on 
these structures. Also, as previously stated, they will need to 
advocate for families who have been denied access to tech-
nological resources because of  race, class or gender as well 
as advocate for an ethical use of  technology as applied to 
societies, communities and families of  the future. Equality 
is not a linear process and there can be many setbacks to 
such an ideal. Constant work and vigilance will be required 
by our social scientists, our professionals, our politicians, our 
community leaders and our families themselves.     

In ending this essay, we look to the future with opti-
mism regarding the survival of  the human family. Many in 
recent years have been willing to sound the death knell for 
the family, predicting it has outlived its usefulness. Others 
have refused to give up on the family and predict that the 
technological future of  increasing, accelerated change will 
be the very factor that will assure its continuation. This latter 
view depicts the family as a safe harbor, a shelter from the 
storm, in a future where technology will be transforming the 
very fabric of  human life. It is on this positive note that we 
look to the future. We know that change will be a constant 
companion for the families of  tomorrow. While some look at 
the future of  the family as being half  empty and others look 
at the future of  the family as being half  full, what we need 
to keep in mind is that the glass can always be refilled. As 
we have seen, history tells us that the family has the unique 
ability to constantly reinvent itself, thereby refilling the glass. 
In the societies of  the future, it is predicted that there will 
be several types of  family structures coexisting together at 
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one time in a given society. Today, as we have seen, it is not 
uncommon to find the traditional nuclear family in America 
sharing space with new family forms. Thus, in the future, it 
will not be uncommon in societies across the globe for there 
to be a combination of  multiple family forms living side-by-
side. One thing we can say for sure is that the family of  the 
future will find its own way. It will adapt and morph into new 
forms, or old forms, or some combination of  old and new. It 
will survive and possibly, for the first time in human history, 
the family will become egalitarian. 
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7

Climate Change

SITARAM K. SANDIN, RONNIE SWARTZ, 
BRYAN KRAUS

“We must do something braver than try to save the world 
we have known. We must accept the fact that the world we 
have known is going to change in hideous and damaging 
ways—and we must nonetheless work as hard as we can to 
limit that damage, to keep it this side of  complete catastro-
phe, to save as many options for our descendants as are still 
possible. This, as I say, is hard—it’s easier to defend a pristine 
rainforest than to save a woodlot that’s already half  cut over. 
Easier to rally support, easier to keep fired up. Once some-
thing’s spoiled, it’s easier to throw up your hands and walk 
away, which will be the great temptation for us. Still, we need 
to try.” 

-Bill McKibben, founder of  350.org (2011)

The largest and most comprehensive panel on climate 
change in the history of  the world, the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), has provided conclusive 
evidence to support Bill McKibben’s call to action with the 
2018 publication of  “Global warming of  1.5°C”. 2018 also 
saw California experience the worst modern wildfire in the 
state’s history, destroying the entire town of  Paradise (Woot-
son, 2018). Meanwhile, the U.S. President refused to acknowl-
edge the impact of  climate change. Although it is difficult to 
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isolate climate change as the singular cause of  a specific natu-
ral disaster, the science is clear: wildfires are happening more 
often, they are more severe, and they can be directly attributed 
to human-caused global warming (U.S. Global Change Re-
search Program, 2018). Storms, floods, hurricanes, wildfires, 
and other natural disasters are likely to occur more often and 
be of  higher severity as the result of  climate change (Schi-
ermeier, 2018). We can expect widespread disease, drought, 
food shortages, and social and economic instability as a conse-
quence (Watts et al., 2018). This trend will not reverse unless 
steps are enacted to stop global warming. Planet Earth will be 
largely uninhabitable by the end of  the century if  we do not 
act (IPCC, 2018). 

Climate change is solvable if  we are willing to take a sober 
look at its structural and ideological roots as well as the stran-
gling hold of  its pervasive vines. This chapter shows that the 
vines can recede and the roots can be severed, creating space 
for new and emergent solutions. We are living in a time when 
seeing the bright side is counter-productive and dangerous 
without acknowledging the clouds. Our propensity to see the 
glass as half  full can prevent us from taking an actual measure-
ment of  volume. The psychological weight of  the half  empti-
ness restrains many of  us from bearing witness to the resulting 
despair and thereupon acting for change. 

Self-help books that provide do-it-yourself  answers to the 
problem are a growing industry, frequently highlighting ac-
tions such as changing your light bulbs and unplugging “vam-
pire” appliances when not in use. These solutions confuse the 
magnitude of  the problem and what is required to remedy 
it. Meanwhile, there is a well-funded and vocal minority that 
twists public perception about the science to muddy the wa-
ters, creating an illusion of  reasonable doubt that amounts to 
nothing more than a multi-billion dollar set of  smoke and mir-
rors.

There are also growing numbers of  activists, scientists, 
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business leaders, politicians and concerned citizens stepping 
up to make real and lasting change, as reviewed below. There 
are viable theories, strategies, and innovations that have been 
developed to help us save a livable planet for future gener-
ations. Most scientists do not advocate pessimism; there is 
something that can be done. But for our solutions to be real, 
we need to understand just how large and unruly a beast cli-
mate change is, and we need to be honest about our inability 
to rein it in. 

This chapter is going to look at climate change from a sys-
tems perspective, placing a heightened focus on environmental 
racism, classism, and the legacy of  global colonialism in this 
current crisis. Climate change is already having an impact on 
every single aspect of  life and can no longer stay isolated to the 
realm and expertise of  atmospheric scientists. It has weaved 
itself  into our social, spiritual and psychological fabric, and it 
demands responses and solutions from all of  these domains.

This chapter is divided into three sections. First there is a 
summary of  the science of  climate change as it is now known, 
including a discussion on the overwhelming evidence of  con-
sensus among climate scientists. Second, there will be an over-
view of  many effects of  climate change, including the dispro-
portionate relationship with environmental racism, classism 
and colonialism. Third, potential solutions will be considered 
from multiple domains such as technology, politics, the courts, 
ideology, and the economy. Lesser-heard perspectives will be 
highlighted including those from Indigenous Communities, 
anti-capitalist movements, and the Global South.

What We Know

“Let there be light” (Genesis, 1:3) 

In the core of  the Sun the weight of  2-octillion-tons of  
mass squeezes four hydrogen nuclei into one helium atom. 



Sitaram K. Sandin, Ronnie Swartz, & Bryan Kraus

98

Excess mass from this fusion is released as energy, which 
stays trapped in the Sun’s core for around 100,000 years as 
it fights its way through the shackles of  gravity towards the 
Sun’s surface where it bursts forth at the speed of  light. The 
Sun, our cosmic nuclear fusion reactor, emits 38,460 septil-
lion watts of  this energy every second. These rays of  light 
dance across the solar system, radiating outward as they 
pass the concentric elliptical orbits of  Mercury and Venus 
on their 92,000,000 mile journey to reach Earth, a trek that 
takes just over eight minutes. 

Of  course the light does not stop at our planet, and it 
was not made for it. That we may think so is understandable. 
These rays of  light are central to life on Earth. They pro-
vide the energy that fuels plants, algae and bacteria, seeding 
the first link of  a food chain that sustains our entire planet. 
They also provide another form of  energy: heat. But, like an 
open fire under the starry skies of  a winter night, this heat 
would quickly escape back to the depths of  space if  it wasn’t 
for an added layer of  insulation. Add a structure around the 
fire and it has the opportunity to heat an entire house. In 
this case, the “walls” of  the earth are a layer of  atmosphere 
that contains greenhouse gasses, namely water vapor (H20), 
methane (CH4), and carbon dioxide (CO2). These gasses 
absorb some of  the heat before it escapes to space, effective-
ly “bouncing” some of  it back to earth. Without this layer 
the earth would be an estimated 30° C colder and life as we 
know it would not be possible (Ma, 1998). 

Water vapor makes up the largest percentage of  this 
atmospheric stratum and acts as the largest insulator. The 
amount of  water is fairly stable and not something that can 
be injected into the system from the outside. For this reason, 
it is not considered to be a climate “forcer,” or that which 
can force global warming (Hansen, 2009). Still, water va-
por’s relationship to heat means it is part of  a positive feed-
back loop for global temperature. As Earth’s temperature 
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rises, there will be more evaporation, which will place more 
water vapor into the atmosphere and will amplify the effects 
of  climate change (Hansen, 2009). This amplifying effect 
will change weather patterns across the globe and is likely 
the reason why we are currently experiencing an increase 
in storms. More water vapor means more rainfall; as tem-
peratures continue to rise, warm humid air could lead to 
heightened extreme-weather events such as tropical storms 
and hurricanes (Riebeek, 2005). This is one example of  “cli-
mate change,” or the changes to our climate due to global 
warming. 

Carbon dioxide, nitrogen dioxide (NO2), and methane 
are being added to the atmosphere through human activi-
ty, with CO2 being the biggest contributor to our planet’s 
warming. These chemicals are climate forcers; they can 
alter global temperatures by being added to or subtracted 
from the atmosphere (Hansen, 2009). Just as there is a nat-
ural water cycle, there is a natural carbon cycle. Carbon is 
added to the atmosphere through animal and plant respi-
ration, wildfires, volcanic eruptions, and thawing perma-
frost. Carbon is subtracted from the atmosphere by plants, 
oceans and soil (NOAA, 2011). Although oversimplified, the 
inputs and outputs of  carbon to/from our atmosphere are 
the math formula that establishes our “carbon budget.” Go-
ing over our carbon budget means we add more carbon to 
our atmosphere than we take away, effectively adding more 
insulation to the lower atmosphere and increasing global 
warming. Deforestation has increased CO2 by roughly 11% 
through the removal of  forest ecosystems that sequester 
CO2 from the atmosphere and turn it into biomass. Meth-
ane has increased by 15%, largely due to animal agricul-
ture, and NO2 has increased 7% due to agricultural soils. 
While these are significant percentages, the largest culprit 
by far is the increase in CO2 from digging ancient fossil 
fuels from beneath the earth’s surface and burning them for 
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electricity, heat, transportation, and manufacturing. Fossil 
fuels account for over 80% of  the increase in greenhouse 
gasses (EPA, 2019).

How We Know
The science for global warming is conclusive. Over the 

last 50 years, scientists and engineers from multiple fields 
across the world have collected data to clearly demonstrate 
warming of  the Earth’s temperature. Some 150 years ago 
John Tyndall discovered that carbon dioxide traps heat. In 
1957 climatologist Roger Revelle and Hans Seuss discovered 
that people were releasing CO2 into the atmosphere faster 
than the ocean could absorb it. They noted, “human beings 
are now carrying out a large-scale geophysical experiment” 
(Chew, 2008, 51). In order to test Revelle’s and Seuss’ hy-
pothesis, monitoring stations were set up to measure atmo-
spheric concentrations around the world. The basic science 
of  climate change was so well understood by 1979 that pre-
dictions in that year’s National Research Council “Charney 
Report” continue to be supported to this day: if  we double 
the atmospheric carbon from pre-industrial levels, global 
temperatures will rise 3° C, higher than any time in the last 
3 million years (Lindsey, 2018). We have since fine-tuned our 
understanding and predictive models, but all of  the basic sci-
ence we know now was understood at the end of  the 1970s. 
In fact, when we have erred, we have tended to err on the 
side of  minimization and understatement (Brown & Caldei-
ra, 2017; Wigley & Santer, 2013). In 1988, a worldwide scien-
tific panel, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) was established. This group has grown in size, their 
science has improved, and their overwhelming consensus 
has solidified. There is now 97% agreement among peer-re-
viewed climatologists for the basic science of  human-caused 
global warming (Cook et al., 2016). 
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Consensus
Since the late 1980s, skeptics have put forth alternative 

theories about climate change, including variations on “it’s 
not happening,” “it’s not caused by humans,” “it’s not that 
bad,” and “it offers a net-positive impact.” Science is not 
about blindly accepting consensus and some of  these “al-
ternative theories” may have been conceivable (although 
still largely disputed) at the time they were made. Howev-
er, even the most plausible counter-theories have failed to 
withstand the test of  time while others were never reason-
able to begin with. Popular “alternative theories” for global 
warming include: natural planetary cycles, variations from 
solar output, heat from the Earth’s core, and volcanoes. 
They can also include alternative predictive models that 
lessen the impact of  global warming or even that rising at-
mospheric carbon will increase agricultural yields (Cook, 
2019a). 

Skeptical Science, a non-profit science education orga-
nization, responds to the most popular climate change mis-
conceptions with peer-reviewed research (Cook, 2019b). 
For instance, it is true that the earth goes through natural 
temperature cycles. Humans did once live in an ice age, 
of  course. However, scientists have heavily researched the 
causes of  past ice ages and come to the firm conclusion that 
the amount of  greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere is the 
biggest predictor of  global temperature. Today, the larg-
est contributors of  CO2 are not natural processes that take 
place over geologic time. In as little as 150 years, humans 
have changed the atmospheric composition of  CO2 from 
280 ppm (parts per million) to 400 ppm, an unprecedented 
rate of  increase that is “more than 100 times faster than 
the increase that occurred when the last ice age ended” 
(NOAA, 2013). By the end of  the century, CO2 levels could 
reach 1,000 ppm. As Ward (2010) states, “That is the level 
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of  the Mesozoic Period [65-250 million years ago] and will 
cause the ice sheets to rapidly melt—all of  them” (p. 57). 

Another contributor to past changes in global tempera-
ture has to do with the distance of  the Earth to the Sun. 
Over geological time our planetary orbit changes, which af-
fects how sunlight is distributed across the globe. However, 
the rate of  change over the last 50 years is far greater than 
what can be accounted for by this measurement. Further-
more, for the last 35 years, as the Earth has steadily heated 
up, we have been moving away from the Sun (Cook, 2019a). 
And while it is true that there are variations in the amount 
of  sunlight that hits the Earth’s surface, this is also precise-
ly measured. Observable variations do not match the rising 
global temperature. Volcanoes, to be clear, do not produce 
enough CO2 to account for the changes we are seeing. In 
fact, humans produce about a hundred times more CO2 
than volcanoes do, and many recent eruptions have actually 
had a cooling effect (Cook, 2019a). Any agricultural gains 
attributable to increases in CO2 are offset by lower yields 
due to higher temperatures, less available water, and more 
arid land (Zhu, Chiariello, Tobeck, Fukami & Field, 2016). 
There are many more arguments than these; this is what can 
be so exhausting: the deniers are relentless. Every time a con-
jecture is disproved, skeptics either produce a new argument, 
develop a new “theory,” or just wait a few years to recycle 
an old one. This continually confuses public perception and 
creates a sense of  false equivalency in the media. 

John Cook (2019b) remarks, “When you peruse the many 
arguments of  global warming skeptics, a pattern emerges. 
Skeptic arguments tend to focus on narrow pieces of  the 
puzzle while neglecting the broader picture” (para. 2). He 
continues, “Often, the reasons for disbelieving in man-made 
global warming seem to be political rather than scientific…
However, what is causing global warming is a purely scientific 
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question” (Cook, 2019b, para. 3). Over the last 30 years each 
of  these theories has been proven false while the evidence for 
the prevailing view, that human-caused climate change will 
make the planet unlivable for human life if  nothing is done 
to stop it, has only gotten stronger. 

This leads us to where we are today: 97% consensus 
among climate scientists and 70% consensus among the 
general public (Cook et al., 2013; Leiserowitz et al., 2018). 
Established in 2013, this consensus has been hotly contest-
ed by a small and vocal minority that is made up mostly of  
non-scientists, but it has failed to yield even after rigorous 
scrutiny. Cook et al. (2016) produced a meta-analysis of  
seven different consensus studies and checked their results 
to self-surveys filled out by lead authors of  each study, con-
firming the 2013 finding of  97% consensus. Their analysis 
also examined methods used by skeptics to challenge scien-
tific conclusions and found that skeptics’ methods are not 
regarded as acceptable by related scientific disciplines. For 
example, if  skeptics’ methods were applied to the field of  
plate tectonics they would reject “consensus on well-estab-
lished theories” that are not contested (Cook et al., 2016, p. 
1). The 97% consensus among scientists is firm. However, 
public confusion about this is understandable; it is impossible 
for us to know everything. We require experts to relay their 
findings so we can make sense of  the world. Basic trust in 
specialized knowledge is compromised when ideology and 
complacency blind us at the same time as well-funded fringe 
groups actively spread disinformation. 

Impact
We have heated the planet 1° C since the industrial rev-

olution by adding CO2 to the atmosphere. In 150 years we 
have heated the planet more than it was warmed in the en-
tire duration of  human history (Hansen, 2009). Two-thirds 
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of  this has occurred since 1975. If  we are unable to curb our 
CO2 emissions, we will heat another .5° C as early as the 
year 2032 (IPCC, 2018), placing us at 1.5° C above pre-in-
dustrial levels. We will reach 2° C by 2065, and almost 4° C 
by the end of  the century (IPCC, 2014a).

A single degree—even a few degrees—may not seem 
like much, but it is. One and a half  degrees Celsius above 
pre-industrial levels will drastically alter life on the planet. A 
2° C increase will make many large population areas large-
ly uninhabitable for human life (IPCC, 2018). The Paris 
Agreement (also known as the Paris Climate Accord), which 
is the most aggressive worldwide compact for stopping cli-
mate change, will only limit us to a 3° C increase (United 
Nations Environment Programme [UNEP], 2018) and this 
is only if  all signatories meet their emissions goals. Very 
few countries are presently on target to do this and most 
have increased CO2 emissions since signing the agreement 
(UNEP, 2018). Meanwhile, the current U.S. administration 
has initiated withdrawal from the agreement and is rolling 
back environmental regulations (Popovich, Albeck-Ripka, 
& Pierre-Louis, 2017).

At 1.5° C above pre-industrial levels, droughts will 
lengthen by an average of  two months, and 271 million 
more people will experience water scarcity, with 132 mil-
lion exposed to severe drought. We will have an increase 
in severe weather events and a 48 cm sea-level rise. By 
2055 both of  these factors will contribute to 28 million 
more people displaced each year due to ocean surges and 
flooding, increasing to 60 million by the end of  the century. 
Crop yields will decrease, which will be exacerbated by an 
increase in both arid land and population, heightening the 
odds of  resource wars and other mass violent conflicts over 
natural resources. Global GDP will decrease by 8% and 
the cost of  flood damage alone will amount to an estimated 
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$10.2 trillion (Carbon Brief, 2018). Again, this is all at 1.5° 
C above pre-industrial levels, which is currently considered 
the best-case scenario (IPCC, 2018).

Another half  degree Celsius, and 10 million more people 
will be subject to sea level rise. Severe ecosystem change 
will double the number of  species that lose half  their geo-
graphic range (Carbon Brief, 2018; Warren, Price, Gra-
ham, Forestenhaeusler & Vanderwal, 2018). This means 
those organisms stop contributing toward the regulation of  
those ecosystems (Gramling, 2018). Some of  these import-
ant inputs include plant pollination and water and air pu-
rification, which are necessary for both thriving ecosystems 
and agriculture. We will lose all of  our coral reefs. All of  
them. The chance of  having an ice-free arctic summer goes 
up by 70%, and the chance of  any given population expe-
riencing a severe heat-wave rises 20%. Droughts will last 
an additional four months. Moreover, added sea level rise 
means it is much less likely we will be able to adapt quickly 
enough to mitigate damage (Climate Nexus, 2018). 

At 3° C, which is the Paris Agreement’s current goal, 
the average drought length will increase by 10 months 
(Carbon Brief, 2018). The Greenland ice sheet will almost 
completely melt, and sea levels will rise seven meters, dras-
tically changing the geography of  rivers, estuaries, and vil-
lages (Climate Nexus, 2018). Almost half  the Himalayan 
glaciers will vanish. Marine ecosystems will be at risk of  
collapse, and many fish species will go extinct. 

A predictable outcome if  we continue with business as 
usual is 4° C of  increase. This would be enough to melt all 
the polar ice caps, releasing latent methane gas and rapidly 
sending us upwards in a heat spiral that peaks well above 6° 
C. The IPCC notes, “Continued emission of  greenhouse 
gases will cause further warming and long-lasting chang-
es in all components of  the climate system, increasing the 
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likelihood of  severe, pervasive and irreversible impacts for 
people and ecosystems” (2014a, p. 8). Without swift and 
comprehensive reforms, the future is bleak.

 
It’s Already Happening

Extreme heat and cold events, wildfires, hurricanes, and 
flooding are just the tip of  the melting iceberg. Rice yields are 
decreasing due to rising nighttime temperatures (Peng et al., 
2004). We are experiencing significant decreases in protein, 
zinc, and iron in our food due to increased CO2 in the atmo-
sphere (Myers et al., 2014). Climate change is responsible for 
increasing extreme-weather events such as tropical storms, 
hurricanes, typhoons, and forest fires (Schiermeier, 2018; 
Westerling, Hidalgo, Cayan & Swetnam, 2006; USGCRP, 
2018). Extreme heat events are raising mortality rates (Me-
dina-Ramón & Schwartz, 2007). Pollen-based allergies are 
increasing and allergy season is lengthening (Rogers et al., 
2006). The oceans are becoming more acidic due to increas-
es of  oceanic CO2, altering their biological systems. In fact, 
oceanic CO2 is at its highest level ever measured and rising 
100 times faster than it has in the last 65,000 years (Fabry, 
Seibel, Feely & Orr, 2008). 

Damage from climate change may add stress to our al-
ready strained healthcare systems. Watts et al. (2018) write 
in The Lancet “A lack of  progress in reducing emissions and 
building adaptive capacity threatens both human lives and 
the viability of  the national health systems they depend on, 
with the potential to disrupt core public health infrastructure 
and overwhelm health services.” When asked if  we were en-
tering a worst-case-scenario for climate change, Stanford sci-
entist and chair of  the Global Carbon Project, Rob Jackson, 
stated, “We’re actually a lot closer than we should be; I can 
say that with confidence” (Meyer, 2019). 

Fortunately, concern among Americans is finally push-
ing back on the restraints generated by ideology, corporate 
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influence, and complacency. From March to December 
2018, Americans who said that climate change is “personally 
important” rose almost 10 points to 72%. The number who 
said they were “very worried” also rose about 8 points (Lei-
serowitz et al., 2018). It is good we are waking up. This gives 
us a chance to act.

More Than Just Climate
These issues are often broader than acknowledged. Cli-

mate change is exacerbated by many other environmen-
tal concerns and it will add extra stress to a planet already 
dealing with habitat loss, deforestation, extinction, food and 
water scarcity, overharvesting, topsoil erosion, overpopula-
tion, and political instability. Three quarters of  the world’s 
fish supply are overharvested, and nearly all of  the world’s 
aquifers are over-pumped. According to Rothschild (2007), 
around one third of  the planet’s natural resource space has 
been consumed in the past three decades. Forty percent of  
waterways are undrinkable in the U.S. and less than four per-
cent of  the United States’ original forests are left. The U.S. 
has about five percent of  the world’s population, uses 30% 
of  the world’s non-renewable resources, and creates 30% of  
the world’s waste. Imagine this statistic from another angle: 
we would need three to five additional planets to support 
Earth’s human population if  the world’s inhabitants con-
sumed at the same rate as the U.S. (Rothschild, 2007). This 
disproportionate influence often is not felt since we extract 
our resources from and export our trash to other countries. 

We may have prevented ourselves from feeling it, but 
we have long surpassed the Earth’s capacity. A 2002 study 
by the U.S. National Academy of  Sciences showed that we 
surpassed the planet’s capacity to sustain and regenerate it-
self  in the year 1980 (Wackernagel et al., 2002). The Earth 
Policy Institute states, “As of  2009 global demands on natu-
ral systems exceed their sustainable yield capacity by nearly 
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30 percent. This means we are meeting current demands in 
part by consuming the earth’s natural assets, setting the stage 
for an eventual Ponzi-type collapse when these assets are de-
pleted” (Brown, 2009, p.14).

The weak links in this chain are water and food. Em-
merson (2011) states: “Over one billion people live in wa-
ter-scarce or water stressed parts of  the world, a number 
expected to triple over the next few decades as groundwater 
depletion, climate change and accelerating demands on wa-
ter extraction take their toll” (p. 5). Water demand is expect-
ed to grow by two thirds as soon as 2025 and the United 
Nations fears a “looming water crisis” (Prud’Homme, 2011, 
p. 3). About 900 million people in the world don’t have ac-
cess to clean water, and 2.5 billion people don’t have a way 
to safely dispose of  human waste. Many people dispose of  
waste in their drinking water source causing approximate-
ly 3.3 million deaths each year through water-borne bacte-
ria and viruses. Most of  these casualties are children under 
five. Prud’Homme (2011) notes, “In much of  the developing 
world, lack of  water is at the center of  a vicious circle of  
inequality” (p. 2).

Our global food supply will be hit just as hard. Soil ero-
sion has contributed to a reduction in crop yields for 30% of  
the world’s agricultural land (Brown, 2009). Countries that 
have exhausted their own resources are buying agricultural 
land from countries facing extreme food scarcity. These land 
acquisitions often include water rights in countries simulta-
neously stricken with drought. In many countries with an-
cient rainforests like Indonesia, Brazil, and the Democratic 
Republic of  Congo, this leads to deforestation, feeding right 
back into the loop. Food and water insecurity are major con-
tributing factors for political instability that often ripples out 
from host countries to the rest of  the world, leaving war, ter-
rorism, and a wake of  refugees that many developed nations 
have been unwilling to help in a time of  crisis. 
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Political Instability
Climate change leads to increased wars and political in-

stability. Findings from the National Academies of  Science 
“suggest that worldwide and synchronistic war–peace, popu-
lation, and price cycles in recent centuries have been driven 
mainly by long-term climate change” (Zhang, Brecke, Lee, 
He & Zhang, 2007). Another National Academies study 
found that climate change will raise armed conflict in African 
nations by 54% by the year 2030 with an additional 400,000 
deaths (Burke, Miguel, Satyanath, Dykema & Lobell, 2009). 

Global warming has been implicated in the Syrian ref-
ugee crisis. Global temperature increases contributed to 
the worst drought on record in the Fertile Crescent, caus-
ing massive crop failure and forcing farmers into already 
resource-stricken cities. This extra stress on local resources 
supported political instability and the subsequent civil war 
(Kelley, Mohtadi, Cane, Seager & Kushnir, 2015). Acceler-
ated climate change will lead to failing states, terrorism, and 
the spread of  infectious disease due to lack of  medical re-
sources and infrastructure. These problems are not isolated 
to their countries of  origin. They quickly spread through-
out the world. The Syrian refugee crisis exacerbated rising 
xenophobia, populist nationalism, hate crimes, and political 
distrust in Europe, and there is strong evidence that it con-
tributed to the positive Brexit vote (Postelnicescu, 2016).

Environmental Racism and Classism 
Climate change is already happening and the current 

best case scenario still means we have to adapt and adjust. 
So the question arises: who will be the winners and losers? 
Corporations have been researching ways to profit from the 
effects of  global warming since at least the early 1990s, po-
sitioning themselves to “sell more weapons systems to the 
military, more air conditioners to sweltering civilians, and 
more medications to people afflicted with tropical diseases” 
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(Schulman, 2017, para. 2). Plans are underway to profit off 
the policing of  victims and the militarization of  crisis zones. 
Raytheon, one of  the world’s largest weapons contractors, 
has said they are planning for “expanded business opportuni-
ties” that include “military products and services as security 
concerns may arise as results of  droughts, floods, and storm 
events occur as a result of  climate change” (Klein, 2014, p. 9). 

Americans who can afford to are strategically buying real 
estate based on predictive climate models, displacing work-
ing-class neighborhoods and causing “climate gentrification” 
(Keenan, Hill, & Gumber, 2018). Major publications such as 
The Guardian and Business Insider have produced articles with 
titles like, “Where should you move to save yourself  from cli-
mate change?” (Milman, 2018) and “The best US cities to 
live in to escape the worst effects of  climate change” (Brod-
win, 2017). Major cities in the U.S. and Europe are adjusting 
their infrastructure accordingly. 

Indigenous Peoples, people of  color, those experienc-
ing poverty, and those from the Global South—people who 
have contributed the least to climate change—experience the 
brunt of  climate change’s negative effects. History suggests 
these communities that have the least resources to adapt are 
often the communities the world is least willing to help and 
most likely to police in a time of  crisis. Racism and classism 
intersect. Histories of  slavery, racism and the global impact 
of  European colonialism mean the world’s poor are usually 
people of  color. 

Toxic facilities that emit harmful chemicals such as mer-
cury, arsenic and lead are often the same facilities that emit 
CO2 and methane into the atmosphere. According to the 
NAACP (2018), the primary factor for the placement of  these 
toxic facilities is race. They are disproportionately located in 
communities of  color that are more likely to face health con-
cerns than white communities (NAACP & CATF, 2017; Mi-
kati, 2018; Hayward, Miles, Crimmins & Yang, 2000). When 
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detrimental health impacts are observed from these pollutants, 
we can see racism playing out, such as in the Flint water crisis 
or “cancer alley” in Louisiana. Whether cleaning up pollutants 
from a spill, fining companies for bad practices, or providing 
relief  from national emergencies, white communities receive 
quicker responses, more funding, and more media attention 
(NAACP, 2018). 

Hurricanes Harvey, Maria, Sandy, and Katrina all saw 
this manifest on a national stage. Hurricane Katrina hit New 
Orleans in 2005, killing 2,000 people and displacing over a 
million. According to the Center for American Progress, Afri-
can-American communities were disproportionately affected 
by the storm and reported an appalling lack of  services, slow 
response times, and policing of  their bodies (Maxwell, 2018). 
The Army Corps of  Engineers had been told for years that lo-
cal levees were in serious need of  repair, but they did not act on 
the reports and neglected the predominately African-Ameri-
can community that faced the danger (Klein, 2017). Ten years 
after Katrina, 90% of  all affected residents had returned to 
their homes, while only 37% from the predominantly Black 
areas returned (Maxwell, 2018). Klein’s (2017) investigative re-
porting showed that corporate interests used the crisis to gen-
trify many of  the African-American neighborhoods for profit. 
Louisiana State Representative Richard Baker demonstrated 
the role of  race on disaster response in his public statement, 
“We finally cleaned up public housing in New Orleans. We 
couldn’t do it, but God did” (Saulny, 2006).

In 2012, Hurricane Sandy cost $70 billion and killed 159 
people in New York and New Jersey (Maxwell, 2018). Al-
though it hit hardest in African-American and Latino com-
munities, the disaster relief  disproportionately helped white, 
middle-class homeowners. The practices were so egregious 
that Fair Share Housing Center, NAACP New Jersey, and 
Latino Action Network won a settlement with the New Jer-
sey government. 
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Further evidence for discriminatory disaster response was 
provided in the wake of  Hurricane Harvey. Black and Latino 
residents in Texas and Louisiana were twice as likely to expe-
rience financial hardship and lack of  federal aid, while white 
residents were twice as likely to report that they had been ap-
proved for relief  by FEMA. Hurricane Maria tore through 
Puerto Rico right after Harvey ended with $100 billion in 
damage reported and 1,000 lives lost. As of  early 2019, Con-
gress has approved $23 billion in aid, less than a quarter of  
what was requested and far less than any of  the other storms 
mentioned (Maxwell, 2018). Many people believe this is be-
cause Puerto Rico is primarily a territory of  color.

In the first nine days of  Harvey, the federal government 
allocated over $140 million, deployed 30,000 disaster relief  
workers, provided 5 million meals and 4.5 million liters of  wa-
ter to the people of  Texas. In the first 9 days of  Maria, they 
allocated $6 million dollars, deployed 10,000 workers, and 
provided 1.5 million meals and 2.8 million liters of  water to 
the people of  Puerto Rico (Vinik, 2018). 

Working-class people and communities of  color are the 
most likely to be harmed by climate change disasters and are 
the least likely to be helped. The Global South will continue 
to suffer the pains of  environmental racism through pollution, 
deforestation, privatization of  resources, and lack of  glob-
al aid. Industry practices that contribute to climate change 
are disproportionately poisoning these communities through 
harmful toxins, pollution, and oil spills. Climate change, then, 
is both the result of  structural violence and will soon be one of  
its primary causes.

Global Indigenous Peoples
Indigenous Peoples are rarely part of  climate change dis-

cussions, despite their decades’ long documentation of  its 
effects. Though they have a generally lower ecological foot-
print, Indigenous Peoples are at higher risk from the negative 
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effects of  climate change. Many Indigenous Peoples have 
been pushed onto drought-ridden and resource-depleted 
reservations/reserves with fewer water, land and hunting 
rights than they enjoyed since time immemorial. The Unit-
ed Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (2008) 
stated, “Indigenous peoples are among the first to face the 
direct consequences of  climate change, due to their depen-
dence upon, and close relationship, with the environment 
and its resources. Climate change exacerbates the difficulties 
already faced by indigenous communities including political 
and economic marginalization, loss of  land and resources, 
human rights violations, discrimination and unemployment” 
(para. 3). 

There are many Indigenous communities worldwide 
that will be required to relocate as sea levels rise. Small-is-
land countries such as Tuvalu, Vanuatu and Kiribati could 
be underwater by the end of  the century (Chemnick, 2017). 
Displacement from home is difficult for anyone, even more 
so for those experiencing poverty. However, many Indig-
enous Peoples’ worldviews, identities, spiritualities, sourc-
es of  resilience, and ontological frameworks are rooted in 
place (Coulthard, 2010). Standing Rock Sioux tribal mem-
ber and professor Vine Deloria, Jr., explained why this is 
so difficult for Westerners to understand. He said, “Ideol-
ogy is divided according to American Indian and Western 
European [traditions]...this fundamental difference is one 
of  great philosophical importance. American Indians hold 
their lands–places–as having the highest possible meaning, 
and all their statements are made with this reference point 
in mind” (Coulthard, 2010, p. 1). According to Patricia Mc-
Guire Kishebakabaykwe (2010) of  the Anishinaabe people 
in Ontario, “Indigenous place-based resilience requires un-
derstanding the traditions and sustained relationships with 
the land. Relationships are embedded in the land” (p. 123). 
She continues, “This becomes tied to the personal identity, 
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spiritual development of  people, and their overall relation-
ships with others” (p. 123). For many Indigenous Peoples, 
place is of  central importance. However, displacement is not 
the only issue they face. 

Some of  the specific effects of  climate change included 
in the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Is-
sues (2008) are: loss of  water and livelihood for rural dwellers 
of  the high Himalayas as glacial melt depletes seasonal water 
sources, drought-caused wildfires in the Amazon that destroy 
large portions of  the rainforest, and inability of  Indigenous 
Peoples in Arctic regions to hunt their traditional foods. As 
with displacement, these effects don’t just hinder food secu-
rity and local economies, they erode the heart of  traditional 
cultures and traditions. 

As illustration, Humboldt State University’s Altruistic 
Behavior Institute, founded by Pearl Oliner and this book’s 
editor, Sam Oliner, is located in Northwest California, near 
the ancestral lands of  the Yurok people. The Yurok’s tra-
ditional homeland included over 50 villages covering 765 
square miles—although their federally recognized land is 
now about one tenth that size—centered along the Klamath 
River, referred to by the Yurok as the “lifeline of  our people” 
(Yurok Tribe, [n.d.]; O’Rourke, 2017). The Yurok Tribe has 
a robust environmental program and has conducted their 
own climate change research, which is unique in its strong fo-
cus on the impact climate change will have on their “cultural 
and spiritual identity” (Sloan & Hostler, 2011, p. 28). They 
list “Protecting and Preserving Yurok Lifeways, Culture and 
Traditions” (p. 28) as their top priority. 

The Yurok Environmental Report identifies the need to 
protect the “plants and animals used for ceremonies & med-
icines” (Sloan & Hostler, 2011, p. 38). The loss of  these due 
to climate change or other environmental factors cannot be 
overstated. Cultural healing is an important aspect of  overall 
well-being (Bassett, Tsosie, & Nannauck, 2012), and cultural 
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practices are often more effective and more likely to be used 
by Indigenous Peoples than Western methods for psy-
cho-spiritual healing (American Psychological Association, 
2010). These cultural practices are embedded in a relational 
worldview that sees everything as interconnected. Land and 
resources are tied to culture, spirituality, ancestors, identity, 
and how one sees and understands the world (Wilson, 2008).

 
Solutions

Climate change is solvable. We know what we need to 
do and we have the capabilities to do it. All that is needed 
is will. Our lack of  will thus far is not a failure in human 
nature. Rather, it is stifled by special interests and ideologies 
that fail to recognize how our lives are part of  the rhythms 
of  the natural world. These obstacles can be overcome, but 
victory is not inevitable. It’s going to take activism on every 
level of  society. This may sound daunting, but there is much 
that gives hope. California was burning when this chapter 
was being written. In the last few months there has been a 
resurgence in media attention on climate change and it has 
gained larger attention in the U.S. Congress due to Repre-
sentative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Ed Mar-
key’s introduction of  the “Green New Deal.” 

It seems fitting that as the final touches were being put on 
this chapter, after months of  grueling research into just how 
bad climate change will be, thousands of  students across Eu-
rope skipped school to protest their government’s inability to 
deal with it (Specia, 2019). There is a habit of  accusing young 
people of  idealism and naivety (viz. the counter-response to 
these protests happened right away). Rep. Ocasio-Cortez, 
only a few years younger than one of  the chapter authors, 
has received this same criticism since her election. But apa-
thy has gotten us nowhere, and a look at the research shows 
that we really can be carbon-neutral by 2050, and it really 
will take a massive effort (Jacobson et al., 2017). Countries 
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from the Global South such as India, Morocco, and Ethio-
pia are leading the way in their climate change efforts (Cli-
mate Action Tracker, 2018). Sweden already provides over 
half  of  its energy from renewable sources and is on track to 
be completely fossil-fuel free by 2045 (UN Climate Change, 
2017). Denmark is close behind and will reach that goal by 
2050. These countries show us that the technology is here 
and ready to be utilized.

Ideology
An analysis of  the history of  neoliberalism’s rise creates 

an opening to tackle our current climate crisis. Milton Fried-
man knew well the central role of  crises in creating change. 
He wrote, “Only a crisis—actual or perceived—produces 
real change. When that crisis occurs, the actions that are tak-
en depend on the ideas that are lying around” (Friedman & 
Friedman, 1982, p. ix). In his case, the crisis was the oil em-
bargo of  1973 and the energy crisis of  1978. These events 
created skyrocketing gas prices that resulted in “stagflation,” 
or the simultaneous inflation and stagnant growth in the 
economy. This economic failure rendered visible a blind spot 
in the economic models of  the time and it created an open-
ing for neoliberalism to finally have its day. Friedman had 
already predicted stagflation and had a solution ready to go: 
privatization of  government, deregulation of  economic mar-
kets, and cutting taxes on the rich. Friedman, Hayek and the 
Mont Pelerin Society had taken 25 years to develop the ideas 
of  neoliberalism so they could be used in such a crisis. After 
assuming the Presidency in 1980, Ronald Reagan took on 
the mantle of  these ideas and the world has not really looked 
back. 

One way to look at our current situation is that, for the 
last 30 years, climate scientists, activists and politicians have 
been laying out the groundwork for government interven-
tion in climate change. In the last few years we experienced 
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some of  the worst fires, floods, and other natural disasters 
in modern history. During this same time a majority of  the 
American population has come to agree with the findings of  
basic climate science. Other ideas have been laid out during 
this time as well. The growing concern with income inequal-
ity, money in politics, tax evasion, and intersectionality are 
all ideas now “lying around,” to borrow Freidman’s term. 
History shows that these ideas can change politics and ideol-
ogies in ways that make drastic and sudden change possible. 
Below are some of  the ideological frameworks and activist 
strategies that are currently lying around.

Sustainable Development
Changing our agriculture, logging, and land-manage-

ment practices will have substantial positive effects on cli-
mate change. Fargione et al. (2018) suggest better manage-
ment of  our forests, grasslands, and farmland could offset 
up to 21% of  greenhouse gas emissions. Many scientists 
are hopeful about the findings but cautious. Timothy D. 
Searchinger of  Princeton University and World Resourc-
es Institute says, “I’m intrigued and hopeful but also a lit-
tle skeptical. They’ve provided a very rough map of  these 
lands, and it would be a good idea to go out and examine 
this land more closely to see if  they’re right and if  so, more 
closely determine what it would take to reforest it” (Plum-
er, 2018, para. 6). However, even if  high-end predictions 
are exaggerated practices such as replanting trees, utilizing 
sustainable logging and agricultural practices, and limit-
ing future deforestation can offset many of  our greenhouse 
gasses. The authors are clear that this should not be a re-
placement for renewable energy. Lead researcher Faglione 
states, “We’re not saying these strategies are a substitute 
for getting to zero-carbon energy; we still need to do that 
too. But we think that natural climate solutions generally get 
overlooked” (Plumer, 2018, para. 4).
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 There is an ethical concern with limiting farmland while 
the world experiences rising demands for food. A report in 
The Lancet offers a solution for this, detailing how changing 
our agricultural practices can relieve the pressure from pop-
ulation growth, decreasing crop yields, and overharvesting 
(Willett et al., 2019). Some findings, like the need for coun-
tries to reduce annual wasted food—30% of  food in the Unit-
ed States is wasted—are gaining traction. Other solutions 
are less popular, like reducing red meat and sugar intake by 
50%. It is mostly the Western, “developed” world that will 
have to decrease meat intake; countries experiencing mal-
nutrition and food insecurity could have modest increases as 
a part of  their path to health and sustainability. A study in 
Nature came to similar conclusions (Springmann et al., 2018). 

As we brace for 10 billion mouths to feed in 2050, we 
need solutions regardless of  climate change (Willett et al., 
2019). The Lancet report accounts for greenhouse gasses, 
water use, fossil-fuel fertilizers, biodiversity, worldwide nu-
trition, and food insecurity in their findings. Today, more 
than 820 million people experience food insecurity and 
many more consume unhealthy diets that contribute to 
morbidity and early death. Moreover, “global food pro-
duction is the largest pressure caused by humans on Earth, 
threatening local ecosystems and the stability of  the Earth 
system” (Willett et al., 2019, p. 2). Current trends in diet 
and global population growth will exacerbate this, further-
ing Brown’s (2009) claim that food is the “weak link” in 
our climate change crisis. By changing our agricultural and 
dietary nutrition practices, we can help stop climate change 
while improving our global health, ending 11 million pre-
mature deaths annually and ensuring that we continue to 
feed our growing population. All this can be accomplished 
without deforestation or overharvesting. These are import-
ant considerations, however the biggest contributor to cli-
mate change is CO2 from fossil fuels. 
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Renewable Energies
We already have all of  the technology we need to be 

completely independent of  fossil fuels. Jacobson et al. 
(2017) provide energy roadmaps for 139 countries across 
the globe. They maintain that it is feasible and reasonable 
to convert all energy to 80% renewables by 2030 and 100% 
by 2050. The energy roadmaps do not require any techno-
logical equivalents of  a Hail Mary pass like blocking out 
the sun or carbon-capture technologies (Holden, 2018; 
Nace, 2018). They do not require biofuels or nuclear plants 
and their power comes entirely from wind, water, and solar 
technologies (WWS). Increased reliance on biofuels would 
overburden our natural systems and would compete with 
the needs of  agriculture, biodiversity, and other ecosystem 
functions (IPCC, 2018). Nuclear, though carbon-neutral, is 
not clean energy, even with recent technological advanc-
es. As the IPCC (2014b) states, there is “robust evidence 
and high agreement” that increased reliance on nuclear 
reactors would involve “operational risks and the associ-
ated safety concerns, uranium mining risks, financial and 
regulatory risks, unresolved waste management issues, nu-
clear weapons proliferation concerns, and adverse public 
opinion” (p. 517). While the Union of  Concerned Scien-
tists (2019), say that increased nuclear may need to be a 
part of  the solution, they admit that it “faces substantial 
economic challenges, and carries significant human health 
and environmental risks” (para. 5). They suggest “policies 
and measures to strengthen the safety and security of  nu-
clear power” (para. 5). In Europe, every country on track to 
be carbon neutral has significant nuclear power as part of  
their plan. If  nuclear will need to play a role, utilizing best 
practices is a must. The best route to sustainable energy is 
to switch to 100% WWS, or at least head in that direction. 

Since WWS are all zero-emission technologies, they 
can virtually eliminate 4-7 million premature deaths and 
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hundreds of  millions of  illnesses caused by pollution from 
fossil fuels. They are more energy-efficient than carbon tech-
nologies and switching to 100% WWS would mean a 42.5% 
decrease in energy consumption because of  increased effi-
ciency (Jacobson et al., 2017). It would also mean a net-gain 
of  24.3 million permanent, full-time jobs. We will see more 
stable fuel prices and increased access to energy with less 
disruption due to decentralized power sources (Jacobson et 
al., 2017). Jacobson et al.’s (2015) energy roadmaps for the 
United States found that each person in the country will save 
$260 in energy costs and $1,500 in healthcare costs annually. 
The Green New Deal, rather than being a naive pet project 
of  the left, is a scientifically-grounded strategy to reverse cli-
mate change, create jobs, and lessen U.S. citizens’ financial 
burdens.

Legislative/Economic Action
Land use, agriculture, and energy solutions that sustain a 

future for us to inherit require government intervention. The 
hand of  the market, rendered invisible by a cloud of  green-
house gasses, will not correct this on its own. The Economists’ 
Statement on Carbon Dividends, signed by prominent economists, 
including former Chair of  the Federal Reserve of  the Unit-
ed States (and stated fan of  neoliberalist Milton Friedman), 
Alan Greenspan, admits that carbon emissions are a “well-
known market failure” (Climate Leadership Council, 2019, 
para. 2). Environmental and corporate regulation, carbon 
taxes, renewable subsidies, and government spending pro-
grams will be necessary. This is why Robert Kennedy, Jr. is 
so fond of  saying, “It’s more important to change your pol-
itician than your light bulb” (Navasky, 2016, para. 39). At 
every level of  government, we need people in office who are 
willing to stand up to industry pressure and make necessary 
changes.

Even simple regulations that phase out greenhouse gas 
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refrigerants from air conditioners could reduce global warm-
ing .5°C by 2100 (Zaelke, 2019). Electric car subsidies put in 
place by the Obama administration have shown to be effec-
tive in nudging consumer choices. These can be renewed and 
expanded by offering price reduction at the time of  purchase 
rather than when tax season arrives (Samaras, 2019). At the 
local level, planning walkable and bikeable neighborhoods 
known as “complete streets” can reduce commute times and 
lower reliance on cars. This simultaneously cuts carbon emis-
sions and promotes public health. The majority of  Americans 
are in favor of  this (Atherton, 2019). There are many more 
legislative changes than this that can be made and each coun-
try, state and municipality will need to pass laws that make 
sense within their own communities. 

Taxing carbon is almost universally supported among 
economists across the political spectrum. Two former Trea-
sury secretaries, four Federal Reserve chairs, more than two 
dozen Nobel laureates, and almost every U.S. Council of  
Economic Advisers chair since the 1970s have endorsed 
a bipartisan carbon tax. They state, “A carbon tax offers 
the most cost-effective lever to reduce carbon emissions at 
the scale and speed that is necessary” (Climate Leadership 
Council, 2019, para. 2). The budget neutral plan avoids 
debates over the size of  government by returning revenue 
to taxpayers in the form of  lump-sum rebates. This keeps 
the government from growing while offsetting potential 
increased consumer costs. The statement notes, “The ma-
jority of  American families, including the most vulnerable, 
will benefit financially by receiving more in ‘carbon div-
idends’ than they pay in increased energy prices” (para. 
6). While the plan currently may not have Congressional 
bipartisan support, it certainly has ideological bipartisan 
support among economics experts. As the public’s concern 
for climate change continues to grow, the carbon taxation 
plan could be one of  the first truly effective and bipartisan 
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pieces of  legislation to combat climate change in the Unit-
ed States. 

The Green New Deal (GND) is steadily gaining support. 
It is well summarized by David Roberts (2019) of  Vox: “It re-
fers, in the loosest sense, to a massive program of  investments 
in clean-energy jobs and infrastructure, meant to transform 
not just the energy sector, but the entire economy. It is meant 
both to decarbonize the economy and to make it fairer and 
more just” (para. 11). U.S. Representative Alexandria Oca-
sio-Cortez and Senator Ed Markey’s document is more of  a 
list of  goals than specific policy. As policy wonks hash out the 
details there are bound to be debates and disagreements, but 
the basics of  the GND have been around for a while. In fact, 
then Senator Barack Obama ran on the concept in 2008, 
and many see his economic stimulus package as a precursor 
to the GND. Not only was the $90 billion allocation by far 
the biggest clean energy package in history, it was also wildly 
successful. According to award-winning journalist Michael 
Grunwald, it revived a dead industry and kickstarted the con-
tinuing renewable renaissance (Roberts, 2012). In President 
Obama’s first term, the United States doubled clean energy 
production, birthed entire industries, and created new jobs.

 
Industry Accountability and Responsibility

Although the fossil fuel industry and other special-inter-
est groups have deliberately slowed or halted progress, there 
are many more industries that have a vested interest in stop-
ping climate change. The media, for instance, can be more 
forceful and direct in stating the harms of  climate change 
and linking it with human activity. Yale University’s Program 
on Climate Change Communication (2019) outlines effective 
strategies to connect with audiences about the issue. 

Overlooked industries can be allies, such as the medi-
cal industry. The United States’ medical system accounts for 
10% of  all emissions in the country. If  U.S. healthcare was 
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considered its own country, it would have a GDP of  $3.3 
trillion and rank seventh in the world for emissions. There 
is a sad irony that the industry working to save lives, relieve 
suffering, and keep us healthy, is also a serious contributor to 
the climate change that causes us harm (Solomon & LaRoc-
que, 2019). There is reason to believe change here is possible 
and the sizable influence of  the medical industry presents 
an opportunity. Many hospitals are transitioning towards 
100% clean energy. Doctors and other health professionals 
are more clearly connecting climate change to public health 
in their education and outreach. Healthcare companies are 
divesting from fossil fuel industries (Solomon & LaRocque, 
2019). While many companies have a vested interest in eth-
ics and sustainability, there are more that can be nudged or 
persuaded through public pressure.  

The fossil fuel divestment movement has been going 
strong for a few decades now. When large institutions and 
local governments divert investments from fossil fuels they 
make a powerful statement of  values. They also free up funds 
to be redirected into clean energy technologies. While ac-
knowledging that divestment campaigns have been effective 
at raising consciousness and building public pressure cam-
paigns, Pollin and Hansen (2019) question how effective di-
vestment strategies have been and suggest they have limited 
potential to hit corporate pocketbooks because someone else 
is always willing to purchase available stocks. Activists’ time, 
they suggest, would be better spent directly reducing fossil 
fuel consumption and CO2 emissions. 

Another strategy that shows promise follows in the foot-
steps of  resistance to the tobacco industry. Lawsuits against 
fossil fuel corporations and governments for damage caused 
by their direct contributions to or failure to protect us from 
global warming have started to proliferate. Fossil fuel compa-
nies and the U.S. government knew climate change was real, 
knew the catastrophic costs, and continued to damage the 
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earth while actively misleading the public. This is the basis 
for several recent lawsuits. The Pacific Coast Federation of  
Fishermen’s Associations currently has a lawsuit against 30 
oil companies for causing ocean acidification that has made 
Dungeness crab and other shellfish unsafe for human con-
sumption. Several governments such as the Maryland city 
of  Baltimore, the California county of  Marin, and the state 
of  Rhode Island are suing oil companies for their role in 
blocking effective climate change action (Bland, 2018). Over 
30,000 teens and eight members of  Congress are suing the 
federal government for violating their right to live in a “cli-
mate system capable of  sustaining human life” (Parker, 2019, 
para. 7). Once viewed as a longshot, the lawsuit has defied the 
odds and was recently allowed to go forward by the U.S. Su-
preme Court. Similar lawsuits by young people can be found 
across the globe including in India, Colombia, and Belgium. 
A 2015 citizen lawsuit forced the Dutch government to re-
duce carbon emissions by 25% over a five year period (Livni, 
2018). Continuous quality improvement related to research 
technologies will strengthen the association between natural 
disasters and climate change, enhancing outcomes for future 
lawsuits (Schiermeier, 2018). 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge
Indigenous Peoples and Indigenous researchers need to 

be included in climate change strategy discussions and they 
need resources to develop and implement their own solu-
tions. Dennis Martinez, a Tohono O’odham/Chicano ecol-
ogist, says “traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) and [W]
estern science cannot be integrated and cannot be bridged,” 
but mutual dialogue between these worldviews is critical to 
addressing the negative effects of  climate change (Wall, 2009, 
p. 1). The Indigenous Peoples’ Biocultural Climate Change 
Assessment Initiative aims to “empower local communities 
to do their own assessments” (Wall, 2009, p. 2). Indigenous 
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TEK has identified specific effects of  climate change before 
western science and it has added granularity to new discov-
eries. For instance, Alaskan Natives knew that Arctic ice was 
thinning in the 1960s and they possess knowledge about the 
relationships between different animals, kinds of  ice, and 
Tribal communities that represent quantitative data (Wall, 
2009).

Climate Justice
Wealthy people have disproportionately occupied glob-

al atmospheric space and have appropriated local, national, 
and global commons for profit. They have overused their 
share of  public resources and have caused massive environ-
mental destruction in their wake. A debt is owed. Climate 
justice is a restorative process that aims to decolonize the at-
mosphere by restoring and returning it to the people’s com-
mons (Warlenius, 2018). Since some forms of  restoration are 
not possible right now (i.e., the planet will continue to heat 
up), compensation for damage done is a viable solution. 

Repayment can take several forms, but the debt needs to 
be paid in full for true climate justice. Warlenius (2018) states, 
“losses that cannot be restored physically should be compen-
sated economically or otherwise” (p. 140). The debt includes 
paying for mitigation efforts as well as helping Indigenous 
Peoples and the Global South catch up developmentally 
through return of  patents and intellectual property rights to 
their peoples of  origin. Returning land that was taken forc-
ibly or through manipulation would go a long way toward 
repayment as well.

There are differing opinions in the climate justice move-
ment as to what development looks like. The People’s Agree-
ment, a collective document from a broad coalition of  cli-
mate activists and Indigenous Peoples throughout the world, 
maintains that true sustainable development must move past 
a patriarchal and capitalist model of  growth “based on the 
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submission and destruction of  human beings and nature” 
and, instead, work towards “a new system that restores har-
mony with nature and among human beings” based on the 
“ancestral practices of  Indigenous Peoples” (Warlenius, 2018 
p. 42). For them, capitalism and sustainability cannot abide:

Under capitalism, Mother Earth is converted into a 
source of  raw materials, and human beings into consum-
ers and a means of  production, into people that are seen as 
valuable only for what they own, and not for what they are. 
Capitalism requires a powerful military industry for its pro-
cesses of  accumulation and imposition of  control over ter-
ritories and natural resources, suppressing the resistance of  
the peoples. It is an imperialist system of  colonization of  the 
planet. Humanity confronts a great dilemma: to continue on 
the path of  capitalism, depredation, and death, or to choose 
the path of  harmony with nature and respect for life (World 
People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of  
Mother Earth, 2010, para. 4-7).

Personal Accountability and Responsibility
Several strategies and solutions have been discussed 

thus far. Each step we make increases the likelihood that we 
will preserve a viable planet for our children to inherit. The 
above actions can bring us into a fossil fuel-free future at the 
same as they create a healthier, sustainable, and harmonious 
society. One might then ask, “What can I do?” We all have 
a role to play. 

We should be circumspect of  quick fixes and easy an-
swers. Individualism is a central thread running through 
the discourse responsible for human-caused climate change. 
Individualistic solutions can seem like a simple way to feel 
better. But this is temporary. Joanna Macy (1995) reminds us 
that feeling pain for the world is a natural human response 
and, if  nurtured and cared for, this feeling of  pain contains 
the seeds of  justice and healing. She writes, “What is it that 
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allows us to feel pain for our world? And what do we discover 
as we move through that pain? To both these questions there 
is one answer: interconnectedness with life and all other be-
ings” (p. 14). 

It’s true we can change our light bulbs and unplug the 
appliances that consume energy even while they are off. A 
quick internet search will provide a whole host of  do-it-your-
self  answers. Make those changes for sure. But also remem-
ber Robert Kennedy, Jr.’s guidance, “It’s more important to 
change your politician than your light bulb” (Navasky, 2016, 
para. 39). He recommends that more citizens get involved in 
politics: vote, join local environmental groups, and run for 
office.

As individuals we can, in the words of  Mari J. Matsuda 
(1991), “ask the other question.” She describes an intersec-
tional lens when she says, 

The way I try to understand the interconnection of  all 
forms of  subordination is through a method I call “ask 
the other question.” When I see something that looks 
racist, I ask, “Where is the patriarchy in this?” When I 
see something that looks sexist, I ask, “Where is the het-
erosexism in this?” When I see something that looks ho-
mophobic, I ask, “Where are the class interests in this?” 
(p. 1189). 

As we move forward with climate change activism, let us 
continue to ask the other question. When we consider where 
to put wind and solar farms, let’s ask, “Whose lands are go-
ing to be displaced?” When we consider building sea walls to 
protect our cities, let’s ask, “What do we owe to those who 
cannot afford to do this?” When we latch on to the promise 
of  future technologies that allow us to continue with business 
as usual, let’s ask, “Who profits from this?” When we see 
environmental destruction, let’s ask, “Where is the racism, 
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patriarchy, heterosexism, ableism, classism and colonialism 
in all this?”

The consequences for not acting are grave. Though we 
have largely failed in our efforts thus far, the work done in 
the last 30 years has not been in vain. We really can live 
a life where each of  us thrives; where our physical, mental 
and spiritual health progresses with the health of  the planet; 
where my success is not dependent on your suffering; where 
we acknowledge that our interdependence is beneficial for 
us all. There is considerable reason for hope. The solutions 
described in this chapter show that this hope is rooted in the 
best science, technology, and research. 
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Heroic Acts of Extraordinary People

SAMUEL P. OLINER

There’s a light in this world: a healing spirit more powerful than 
any darkness we may encounter. We sometimes lose sight of  this force 
when there is suffering, too much pain. Then suddenly, the spirit will 
emerge through the lives of  ordinary people, who hear a call and answer 
in extraordinary ways.

- Richard Attenborough, from the film Mother Teresa

They did not ask any questions, and I did not think that they thought 
of  themselves as doing anything heroic when they saved my life. They 
did it out of  love.

- A Jewish Holocaust Rescued Survivor

One of  the Holocaust rescuers that I interviewed said, 
“Without love and care, what have you got? A world without 
a heart.” What do we know about altruistic love and com-
passion? Under what conditions will individuals or groups 
regard others as true neighbors deserving of  their concern, 
care, and love? What are the reasons that millions of  people 
remain bystanders and witness others suffer or men perish? 
In the 1940s and 1950s, the great sociologist Pitirim Sorokin 
was concerned with a crisis of  divisiveness and dehuman-
ization in Western civilization. His antidote to a divided and 
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troubled world was altruistic love, or agape, which can be 
manufactured or instilled in millions of  people if  society as a 
whole and the various institutions in particular could model 
altruism and compassion.

Behavior can be described as altruistic when it: (1) is di-
rected toward helping another, (2) involves a high risk or sac-
rifice to the actor, (3) is accompanied by no external reward, 
and (4) is voluntary. In the following discussion, I regard al-
truism as a continuum. At one end is heroic altruism, involv-
ing greater risk to the helper, and at the other is convention-
al altruism, not normally life threatening to the helper. In 
this chapter I include: (1) heroic Gentile rescuers of  Jews during the 
Holocaust, comparing them with nonrescuers; and (2) hospice 
volunteers, who fall at the conventional end of  the continuum, 
comparing them with nonhospice volunteers and nonvolun-
teers in general.

The data were gathered over several years. The research 
on rescuers of  Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe consisted of  a 
sample of  bona fide rescuers, recognized by Yad Vashem, 
who were compared with bystanders and rescued survivors.1 
Ninety-three hospice volunteers and 73 nonhospice volun-
teers were interviewed using both open and closed-ended 
questions in order to learn the salient factors that motivated 
them.

In addition to asking questions about respondents’ back-
grounds, upbringings, and values, we were interested in the 
triggering mechanisms that moved these individuals to help. 
We identified three categories of  rescuers/helpers. Those in-
dividuals who took part in rescue/helping activities and had 
internalized highly valued norms—the expectations of  social 

1. For a detailed discussion of  methodology, see Oliner and Oliner 
(1988). Yad Vashem is the Holocaust Martyrs and Heroes Remem-
brance Authority, established in 1953 by an act of  the Israeli Knesset in 
order to commemorate the 6 million Jews murdered by the Nazis.
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groups, their moral community, or leadership of  a highly re-
garded authority—we term normocentric. Rescuers/helpers 
who responded to external events that arouse a heightened 
sense of  empathy, were considered empathic. Rescuers/
helpers who responded to their own overarching moral prin-
ciples (mainly autonomously derived), who were moved to 
action by external events that they interpreted as violations 
of  social justice and human rights principles, were deemed 
autonomous/principled.2

Looking closely at the two groups, one can discern com-
mon triggering mechanisms for acting on behalf  of  others. 
My discussion focuses on the common motivating factors of  
the two groups and draws conclusions about the implications.

Gentile Rescuers During the Holocaust
The study of  rescuers was guided by the following three 

questions: (1) Was rescue or helping primarily a matter of  
opportunity, that is, external circumstances or situation-
al factors (recognizing that help was needed (awareness); 
having hiding places, food, and so forth)? (2) Was rescue or 
helping primarily a matter of  individual character, that is, 
personal attributes such as empathy, caring for others, and 
so forth, and if  so, what were those traits and how were they 
acquired? (3) Was rescue or helping a matter of  moral and 
ethical values?

The study, which was undertaken in the early 1980s, 
included Gentile rescuers residing in Poland, France, Ger-
many, Italy, and Norway and rescuers who had immigrated 
to the United States and Canada after the war. It involved 
the use of  scales for self-esteem, social responsibility, locus 
of  control, empathy, and a commonality scale developed by 

2. For further discussion of  empathic, normocentric, and principled 
motivations, see Oliner and Oliner (1988) and Reykowski (1987).
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Oliner and Oliner (1988)3,4; also, importantly, in-depth taped 
interviews were conducted with more than 700 respondents. 
In addition, there was a comparison group of  bystanders. A 
group of  rescued survivors were also interviewed because it 
was felt that they might have insights into why the rescuers 
helped them during these trying times. The comparison of  
the rescuers and bystanders showed that both had equal oppor-
tunity to rescue and both were equally aware of  the tragedy and plight 
of  Jews. Whereas rescuers took action, bystanders refrained 
from helping. We can say with a degree of  confidence that 
opportunity may have facilitated rescue somewhat but did 
not by any means determine it.

Of  the several reasons expressed by the rescuers for their 
actions, at least one ethical or humanitarian reason or value 
was cited by an overwhelming majority (87%). The ethical 
reasons cited included justice and fairness; Jewish victims 
were deserving of  help and persecution of  the innocent could 
not be justified. However, the ethic that mattered most was 
the ethic of  care and compassion. Most of  the rescuers’ helping 

3. The Social Responsibility Scale was developed by L. Berkowitz 
and K. Luterman (1968); see Oliner and Oliner (1988, p. 376). The 
Internal/External Locus of  Control Scale was developed by J. B. Rotter 
(1966); I used an adaptation developed by G. Gurin, P. Gurin, and B. 
M. Morrison (1978). The Self-Esteem Scale I used was developed by M. 
Rosenberg (1965); see Oliner and Oliner (1988, p. 378). The Empathy 
Scale was developed by A. Mehrabian and N. A. Epstein (1972). 
4. Oliner and Oliner (1988). Using a Likert scale, we asked respondents 
whether they have something in common with diverse other people. 
The question asked was: “Some people think that they have things in 
common with others. Please tell me if  you have very much in common 
with the following groups, something in common, not very much in 
common, or nothing at all in common.” This commonality scale was 
originally developed for the research on the rescuers of  Jews in Nazi-oc-
cupied Europe, so the groups identified were rich people, poor people, 
Catholics, Protestants, Jews, Turks, Gypsies, and Nazis. For purposes of  
the hospice volunteer study, the list was amended to: rich people, poor 
people, Catholics, Protestants, Jews, Native Americans, Mexican Ameri-
cans, Black Americans, and homosexuals. 
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was rooted in a need to assume personal responsibility to 
relieve suffering and pain. While some felt a particular affec-
tion toward Jews they knew, most felt an obligation toward oth-
ers in general. Pity, compassion, concern, and affection made 
up 76% of  the reasons rescuers gave for extending help to 
strangers. More than 90% said they had helped at least one 
stranger, as well as a friend. Typical expressions of  rescuers 
were the following: “Our religion says we are our brother’s 
keepers.” “I sensed I had in front of  me human beings who 
were hunted down like wild animals. This aroused a feeling 
of  brotherhood with the desire to help.” “I was always filled 
with love for everyone, for every creature, for things. I infuse 
life into every object. For me, everything is alive.”

Caring compelled action. Rescuers assumed responsibil-
ity—not because others required them to but because failure 
to act would destroy innocent people: “I knew they were tak-
ing them and that they wouldn’t come back. I didn’t think I 
could live knowing that I could have done something.”

Acquisition of  Caring Values
Many values of  caring and social responsibility were ac-

quired directly from parents.5 Although parents played an 
important role for both rescuers and nonrescuers, signifi-
cantly more rescuers perceived them as benevolent figures 
who modeled moral and spiritual values conducive to form-
ing close, caring attachments to other people. The values 
rescuers learned from their parents—and from other signif-
icant people in their lives—differed significantly from those 
learned by nonrescuers. One value was related to ethics and 

5. By values, I mean an enduring organization of  beliefs concerning 
preferable modes of  conduct and/or states of  existence, along with 
continued values of  importance and a collective conception of  what 
is considered good, desirable, and proper, or bad, undesirable, and 
improper in a culture. Schulman and Mekler (1985) define moral values 
as consisting of  empathy, kindness, and responsibility.
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ethical behavior. Significantly more rescuers said that they 
owed an obligation to all people. We term an orientation of  
caring for all living things extensivity.6 The extensive-personal-
ity predisposition comprises emotionally healthy attachment 
to family and inclusion of  diverse others as deserving of  
care: “They taught me to respect all human beings.” “I have 
learned from my parents’ generosity to be open, to help peo-
ple. I learned to be good to one’s neighbor ... to be responsi-
ble, concerned, and considerate. To work and to work hard. 
But also to help—to the point of  leaving one’s work to help 
one’s neighbor.” “He taught me to love my neighbor—to 
consider him my equal whatever his nationality or religion. 
He taught me especially to be tolerant.” “She taught me to 
be responsible, honest, to respect older people, to respect all 
people not to tease or criticize people of  other religions. She 
taught me to be good.”

Significantly more rescuers felt a sense of  responsibili-
ty toward others—feeling an obligation to help even when 
nothing could be gained for themselves. In contrast, many 
nonrescuers felt exempt from such obligations. Nonrescu-
ers often were unaffected by such suffering, more detached, 
and less receptive to other people’s helplessness and pain. 
“I could not comprehend that innocent persons should be 
persecuted just because of  race. We all come from the same 
God.” “They believed in humanity and were incredulous 
that people were being killed simply because of  their Jewish-
ness.” “They are very noble, very fine people. They felt that 
people should not be hurt for no reason at all. When they 
saw injustice, they felt they should do something.... Whether 
it was religion or their sense of  justice they didn’t mind pay-
ing the price for this.”

6. For a detailed discussion on extensivity, see Oliner and Oliner (1988). 
For an excellent discussion on caring and compassion, see Wuthnow 
(1991).
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Modes of  discipline were also important in inculcating 
ethical behavior. As children, rescuers were more likely to 
have been disciplined by reasoning and explanation of  the 
consequences of  their misbehavior, rather than by verbal or 
physical punishment, as was common among nonrescuers.

Normocentric Motivation
For some rescuers, witnessing arrest or persecution of  

Jews triggered a response based on the norms of  the social 
group with whom they strongly identified and to which they 
looked for moral guidance. Their motivations arose not from 
their connection with the victim but from feelings of  obliga-
tion to their group or community—the implicit and explicit 
rules of  which they felt obligated to obey. Thus, for normo-
centric rescuers, inaction was a violation of  the community’s 
religious and moral norms of  behavior. For them, feelings of  
obligation or duty were frequently coupled with anticipation 
of  guilt or shame should they fail to act. The norms of  the 
community, its habits and culture, encouraged tolerance and 
helping. For certain Italian rescuers—military officials, reli-
gious leaders, and diplomats—such social norms legitimated 
and encouraged them to sabotage, thwart, slow down, and 
resist deportation of  Jews. Approximately 52% of  our re-
spondents said they were motivated by obligations that fell 
into the normocentric category.

Such an internalized normocentric orientation character-
ized a Danish rescuer who began his rescuing activities in 
this way:

In 1943, on the twenty-ninth of  August, we heard that 
the Nazis were going to make a razzia and put Danish 
Jews into German concentration camps. Together with 
friends from the police department, we organized a ref-
ugee organization—it had no name. We ferried by taxi, 
and even by police cars, down to the commercial fishing 
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harbor and arranged for people to go over to Sweden. 
The harbors were controlled partly by the German Navy 
but also by the Coast Police—a special department of  
the Danish police force. We had to be rather careful to 
do our “shipment” from places where controllers would 
not stop fishing boats and where we knew German Navy 
patrol boats would not be present. After a week’s time, 
we managed to get all people of  Jewish extraction out of  
the country-7,000 of  them.

Empathic Motivation
Empathic motivation involves concern with the fate of  

another in distress; compassion, sympathy, and pity are its 
characteristic expressions. Reactions may be emotional or 
cognitive and frequently contain elements of  both. The fol-
lowing account demonstrates an instance in which empathy 
was the major motivator of  rescuer behavior:

In 1942, I was on my way home from town and was 
almost near home when M. came out of  the bushes. I 
looked at him, in striped camp clothing, his head bare, 
shod in clogs. He might have been about thirty or thir-
ty-two years old. And he begged me, his hands joined 
like for a prayer—that he had escaped from Majdanek 
and could I help him? He joined his hands in this way, 
knelt down in front of  me, and said: “You are like the 
Virgin Mary.” It still makes me cry. “If  I get through 
and reach Warsaw, I will never forget you.” Well, how 
could one not have helped such a man? (A Polish res-
cuer)

Human compassion. When someone comes and says “I 
escaped from the camp,” what is the alternative? One 
alternative is to push him out and close the door—the 
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other is to pull him into the house and say, “Sit down, 
relax, wash up. You will be as hungry as we are because 
we have only this bread.”

Empathic reactions create overpowering feelings that lead 
people to react spontaneously: Some rescuers could not 
stand by when seeing people in pain, could not withstand 
the agony and grief  it caused them. The direct face-to-face 
encounter with a distressed person further heightened the 
impulse to act. Thirty eight percent of  rescuers said that they 
were moved empathically to their first helping act.

Principled Motivation
People with principled motivation, autonomously derived, 

interpreted persecution of  Jews as a violation of  their own 
moral precepts. Unlike normocentric motivation, which 
prescribed a certain group behavior, principled motivation in-
volved acting on one’s own. The main goal of  such behavior 
was to reaffirm and apply the individual’s personal moral 
principles, even when their actions on behalf  of  others might 
prove futile. An Italian rescuer, responding to the statement 
that what rescuers did was extraordinary (i.e., that rescuing 
a great number of  people was a truly remarkable act), an-
swered that it really was something simple. He did it with-
out considering risk or thinking about being either lauded or 
maligned. He did it because it had to be done, and he didn’t 
even weigh the danger. Persecution was unacceptable; justice 
had to be done.

No, no. It was all something very simple. Nothing gran-
diose was done. It was done simply without considering 
risk, without thinking about whether it would be an oc-
casion for recognition or to be maligned, it was in ef-
fect done out of  innocence. I didn’t think I was doing 
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anything other than what should be done, or that I was 
in any special danger because of  what I was doing. Jus-
tice had to be done. Persecution of  the innocents was 
unacceptable.

Principle-motivated rescuers felt challenged in fundamental 
ways by the acts they were observing—they felt that allowing 
such acts was tantamount to condoning such behavior. Only 
a small minority of  rescuers, approximately 11%, fell into 
this category.

The Religious Factor and Rescuers 
Although no officially organized bodies in the top eche-

lons of  religious leadership advocated rescue of  Jews, there 
are examples of  religious institutions that were deeply in-
volved. Ewa Kurek (1997) studied convents and orphanages 
in Poland, interviewing nuns in various orders and the chil-
dren who survived because of  them. The nuns had no cen-
tral authority to coordinate common action and no commu-
nication between orders; they performed these heroic acts on 
their own. When asked what motivated them to rescue the 
children, they usually gave a dual response: (1) they rescued 
for missionary reasons—to convert them to Catholicism, and 
(2) for purely humanitarian reasons, dictated by Christian 
ethics. They asked Jesus for advice and always concluded 
that rescue was what He would have wanted. These nuns 
now look at their deeds with great pride; the Jewish children 
(now adults) express great appreciation for the nuns’ hero-
ism.

The Huguenot congregation in Le Chambon, France, 
under the strong leadership of  Pastor Andre Trocme and his 
assistant Edouard Theis, were by sheer determination able 
to rescue 5,000 Jews in the Le Chambon area. This was a 
moral community; it knew its own history of  suffering, had 
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internalized well the parable of  the Good Samaritan, and 
acted upon it (Sauvage, 1985–1986).

Father Ruffino Niccacci of  Assisi, Italy, saved about 5,000 
Jews. This Franciscan monk operated a refuge and under-
ground escape route in Nazi-occupied Italy that began in the 
summer of  1943 when nine Jews appealed for sanctuary, and 
his bishop charged him with the task of  saving Jews. Eventu-
ally, the Nazis suspected that Father Ruffino and other friars 
were hiding and transporting Jews, and they mounted sud-
den raids. Had they discovered the victims, they would prob-
ably have been executed along with the friars and innocent 
citizens. Father Ruffino eventually organized several hun-
dred priests and half  the townspeople: local porters, cleaning 
women, and even hangers-on at Nazi police headquarters 
coalesced into an efficient counterespionage service. When 
danger threatened, they gave the priests advance warning 
(Fischman, 1964).

Although we cannot say that religiosity determines res-
cue, there are religious individuals who internalized the val-
ue of  compassion and helping from their parents. Douglas 
Huneke (1985–1986), examining the backgrounds of  major 
righteous rescuers of  Jews, showed that they were often moti-
vated by religious beliefs. Herman (Fritz) Graebe, a German 
rescuer of  many Jews in the Ukraine, was greatly influenced 
by his profoundly religious mother, who constantly preached 
the ethic of  helping as one of  the most important aspects of  
human behavior.

In the homes of  some religiously oriented rescuers, 
there were discussions about Jews—that they were God’s 
people—which simultaneously emphasized an ethic of  
care. I reached the conclusion that parental values and cul-
ture were importantly correlated with rescue behavior. Re-
ligion, in this context, was a lesser factor than other aspects 
of  living and relating, but it was embedded in the whole of  
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living, in which trust and mutuality, nurtured by parental 
caring, were reenacted in religious expressions.

Moral and Political Climate Conducive To Rescue                                  
Yahil (1969), Zuccotti (1987), Ramati (1978), Carpi 

(1977), Chary (1972), Flender (1964), Friedman (1978), and 
Baron (1988) have addressed climates in which social, cultur-
al, and political conditions were more conducive to rescue 
of  Jews and in which anti-Semitism was less rampant. Partly 
because of  such a climate, most of  the Danish Jewish pop-
ulation was shipped to Sweden and rescued. In Italy, 85% 
of  the Jewish population was rescued, which is attributed to 
a general lack of  antiSemitism and an absence of  sharply 
drawn distinctions between Jewish-Italians and other Ital-
ians. Fleischner (1988), Kurek-Lesik (1992), and Huneke 
(1985) concluded that a major factor for rescue was compas-
sion for Jewish victims. Others found that Christian charity 
and other religious factors help explain rescue. Among these 
are Baron (1992), Sauvage (1986), Huneke (1986), Fleischner 
(1988), Zeitoun (1988), and Oliner and Oliner (1988 and in 
their latest analysis of  their data).

Hospice Volunteers
Volunteerism can be defined as a nonspontaneous help-

ing behavior for which one receives no material compensa-
tion. It can be parochial, within one’s own social group, or 
nonparochial. Nonparochial volunteerism is a form of  con-
ventional altruism in that it is directed at others beyond the 
parochial group and is accompanied by no external reward. 
It has been established in the literature that volunteers gen-
erally score high on measures of  empathy, social responsibility, 
and moral development (Allen & Rushton, 1983). Piliavin (1990) 
states that individuals are more likely to volunteer if  their 
parents did; their parents modeled volunteerism. The work 
of  hospice volunteers can be said to be nonspontaneous, 
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nonparochial, prosocial behavior that fits the definition of  
conventional altruism.

In 1967 Dr. Cicely Saunders, a British physician, estab-
lished St. Christopher’s, a medical facility for the care of  
the terminally ill in London. The hospice model of  care de-
veloped by Saunders and others was less an innovation in 
health care than it was a return to an earlier model. The 
name “hospice” comes from the Latin word hospes, mean-
ing guest. Like other derivations of  the root word, such as 
hospitality, host, hotel, and hospital, it connotes the ideas of  
kindness and generosity to strangers and travelers. Ancient 
and medieval hospices were sanctuaries for poor travelers, 
the sick and the dying, and religious pilgrims. In the medi-
eval period, hospices were generally run by religious orders 
who saw the care of  the poor and sick as part of  the Lord’s 
work. For many centuries hospices and hospitals were one 
and the same. Life was thought of  as a journey from this 
world to the next, and all travelers were in need of  comfort, 
whether they were journeying from one land to another or 
from one life to the next.

During the past century, the care of  the sick and dying 
ceased being a private and religious function and became a 
governmental one (Buckingham, 1983, p. 12). Advances in 
medical science and technology resulted in a total transfor-
mation of  medical science from a palliative model to an ag-
gressively therapeutic one. However, in the post World War 
II years, some health care professionals began to suggest that 
although the system was well equipped to deal with acute 
life-threatening situations, it was ill equipped to meet the spe-
cial needs of  terminally ill patients. Indeed, the terminally 
ill patient was considered a sign of  medical failure and fre-
quently shunned by medical personnel, who were at a loss to 
deal with patients to whom they could not offer any hope of  
recovery. This medical avoidance of  death was accompanied 
by an increasing aversion to death because it was no longer 
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so visible.  No longer was death a part of  everyday life. Few 
people died at home, and many died alone in hospitals, sep-
arated from their families.

St. Christopher’s Hospice set out to address these prob-
lems by seeking to combine the old concept of  hospitality 
with the medical skill and technology of  the modern hospital 
(Buckingham, 1983,p 13). Emphasis was placed on control 
of  pain and other adverse symptoms. Families were incorpo-
rated into the care plans for each person of  the patient, staff 
continued bereavement care for the patient’s families.

Both Saunder’s writings and those of  Dr. Elisabeth 
Kübler-Ross (1997) were well received in the United States; 
by 1974 the first hospice program was operating in this coun-
try in New Haven, Connecticut.  Since that time, approxi-
mately 2,000 hospice programs have been established in the 
United States. Hospice programs in this country vary consid-
erably in design, ranging from those that rely on volunteer 
care and charge nothing for their services, to institutional-
ized programs with staff who are paid by third-party pay-
ers (Medicare, private carriers, state and local government). 
Although there are some in-patient hospices in this country, 
home care is the norm (Buckingham, 1983, p. 13).

That hospice programs have been able to provide a high 
level of  personal care, is due in no small part to the effort 
of  volunteers. Nearly every hospice program employs both 
laypersons and health professionals as volunteers in their 
programs. These volunteers are interviewed by hospice staff 
and, if  accepted, undergo orientation and training before 
being assigned to patients and their families. Volunteers meet 
regularly with each other and with staff to discuss both pa-
tient care and the problems they themselves may be facing 
as part of  their interaction with the terminally ill and their 
families.

My study had a twofold purpose: to identify the charac-
teristics and motivations of  hospice volunteers in comparison 
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with nonvolunteers and to compare these findings with other 
research on volunteerism. The study was guided by two con-
siderations Was the decision to become a hospice volunteer 
a matter of  opportunity, that is a result of  particular facilitat-
ing external circumstances, or was it the result of  character, 
that is a result of  particular values and attitudes?

To answer this question, 93 hospice volunteers from 
Humboldt and Marin Counties in California and from the 
Boston area were interviewed by trained interviewers. These 
interviews were recorded and transcribed. Seventy-three 
non-hospice volunteers (who may have volunteered in other 
settings) and nonvolunteers were given an abbreviated ver-
sion of  the hospice volunteer questionnaire, which they com-
pleted by themselves. This group was categorized by level 
of  volunteering. Forty-three respondents, who volunteered 
substantially more than 6 hours per week, were classified as 
high-level volunteers. The other 30 individuals either volun-
teered occasionally or not at all.

The questionnaire consisted of  three sections, which 
included both open-and closed-ended questions. Section A 
dealt with the characteristics of  the family milieu during the 
respondents’ childhood and the relationship between fami-
ly members. Section B explored the respondents’ parental, 
educational, and occupational background, their political 
beliefs, religiosity, values, and the disciplinary techniques 
used on volunteers. Section C focused on such matters as the 
respondents’ degree of  closeness to parents and significant 
others; religious background and relative health of  parents 
and significant others; whether parents or significant others 
volunteered; and how parents felt about their own volunteer 
experience. Also included in Section C were 42 personali-
ty items comprising four psychological scales:”(1) the Social 
Responsibility Scale, developed by Berkowitz and Luterman 
(1968); (2) the Internal/External Locus of  Control Scale, 
developed by Rotter (1966) and modified by Gurin, Gurin, 
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and Morrison (1978); (3) the Self-Esteem Scale, developed 
by Rosenberg (1965); and (4) the Empathy Scale, developed 
by Mehrabian and Epstein (1972) and modified by E. Mid-
larsky (1981). In addition, we included Oliner and Oliner’s 
Diversity Scale, which measures identification with nonpa-
rochial groups.

In addition to the categorization of  nonhospice volun-
teers by amount of  time spent in volunteer activities, this 
sample was also separated into two groups based on the na-
ture of  volunteer activity, that is, parochial and nonparochial 
volunteer behavior. Nonparochial volunteers were those who 
volunteered beyond their own social group, whereas parochi-
al volunteers limited their volunteer activities to their chil-
dren’s schools or their churches, clubs, or political groups. 
The responses to closed-ended questions were analyzed by 
computer, and open-ended questions were assessed and cod-
ed into categories for comparison.7 The nature of  the sample 
did allow for simple correlations and percentages.

The hospice sample was 73% female with 88% of  the 
sample being 40 years old or older. It was overwhelmingly 
Caucasian (96.9%), and, although only 57% identified with 
a Judeo-Christian religious tradition, 85% described them-
selves as “very” or “somewhat” religious. Within the hospice 
sample, 97% had prior volunteer experience. Seventy-five 
percent reported that their mothers had volunteered and 
49% that their fathers had done so.

Within the high-level volunteer group, 63% were female, 
58% were over 40, and 83% were Caucasian. Seventy-six 
percent identified themselves as Protestant, Catholic, or 
Jewish, and 83% described themselves as “very” or “some-
what” religious. Of  the high-level volunteers, 58% reported 

7. For example, for question B19, which asked, “What was the most 
important thing you learned from your mother?” responses could be 
grouped under headings such as religion, compassion, kindness, inde-
pendence, getting ahead, and so forth.
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that their mothers had volunteered, and 49% that their fa-
thers were volunteers. Within the low-level and nonvolun-
teer group, which was 58% female, 36% were over 40 and 
80% were Caucasian. Ninety-two percent were either Prot-
estant or Catholic, and 76% described themselves as “very’ 
or “somewhat” religious.

Comparisons of  hospice volunteers and nonhospice 
volunteers demonstrated no significant difference with re-
gard to self-esteem or internal/external locus of  control. 
Hospice volunteers and high-level volunteers scored sig-
nificantly higher on measures of  empathy and social re-
sponsibility, and hospice volunteer scores were higher than 
those of  high-level volunteers on these two measures. Hos-
pice volunteers scored significantly higher on measures of  
intrinsic religiosity, that is, religiosity that is implicit in its 
nature and in the personal orientation by which one lives as 
opposed to an extrinsic religious orientation that is utilitar-
ian, explicit, and self-justifying in nature.

In response to the question, “What is the most im-
portant thing you learned from your mother?”, the most 
frequent response among hospice volunteers was religion, 
followed by kindness, compassion, and empathy. Religion 
was also found to be the most frequent response in the non-
hospice group.

 Hard work and honesty were the most frequent re-
sponses in both samples to the question, “What is the most 
important thing you learned from your father?”

There was little difference between the two groups when 
asked who they most admired, parents and spouses being 
the most frequent response of  those who cited individuals 
known personally. The next most frequent response among 
hospice volunteers was hospice workers and administrators 
or hospice patients.

Another question, which sought to illustrate the respon-
dents’ values and beliefs, asked what advice they would give 
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to young people about what things are important in life.8 
The most frequently cited advice by hospice volunteers was 
to be true to oneself  and respect others, followed by advice 
to “follow your heart,” to be aware of  self  and others, and to 
recognize one’s connection to others. High-level volunteers’ 
most frequent responses were similar, whereas low-level vol-
unteers’ and nonvolunteers’ most frequent responses were to 
have faith in God, enjoy life, and be responsible.

The responses to this question were then classified as to 
extensivity, that is, whether they referred to the respondent’s 
connection to others in terms of  service, care, respect, and 
acceptance. Half  of  the hospice volunteers and high-lev-
el volunteers gave extensive responses, whereas among the 
low-level volunteers and nonvolunteers extensive responses 
were found in 25% or less of  the responses. This tendency 
toward extensivity was also found to correlate with type of  
volunteering when the nonhospice volunteers were catego-
rized on that dimension. Forty-five percent of  nonparochial 
volunteers gave extensive responses, whereas only one third 
of  the parochial volunteers mentioned connection to others 
and putting the welfare of  others before their own.

By their responses to the diversity scale, hospice volun-
teers and high-level volunteers demonstrated that they felt 
they had more in common with diverse groups of  people 
than did the low-level or nonvolunteer group. This included 
more favorable attitudes toward African Americans, Jewish 
Americans, homosexuals, and so forth.

That hospice volunteers appeared to value acceptance 
of  others is also indicated by their response to a question 
regarding what groups they have strong negative feelings 
toward. Of  the 52 hospice volunteers who admitted strong 

8. This was question C35: “If  you had an opportunity to speak to a 
group of  young people, what kinds of  advice would you offer them? 
That is, what would you consider the most important thing about life?”
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negative feelings toward a group, 95% identified groups such 
as the Ku Klux, Aryan Nation, religious fundamentalists, 
bigots, or polarizing and intolerant groups.

Although there was no apparent difference in history of  
discipline as children among the groups, with over 95% in 
all groups responding that they were disciplined as children, 
there did appear to be a difference in the type of  discipline 
reported. Thirty-nine percent of  the hospice volunteers 
reported being physically disciplined, whereas 60% of  the 
high-level volunteers and 78% of  the low-level and nonvol-
unteers reported physical discipline.

Motivations for Volunteering
The responses to the question regarding motivations for 

volunteering were placed within four categories: (1) self-en-
hancement, (2) empathic, (3) normocentric, and (4) princi-
pled. No hospice volunteer gave only a single motive for vol-
unteering, and many gave several.

Sixty-eight hospice volunteers gave responses that can be 
categorized as self-enhancing, including responses describing 
a need to confront or learn more about death, a desire to feel 
needed and useful, a need to develop a sense of  connection 
to the community, and a desire for job-related experience: 
“I was probably trying to fill a personal need. I was looking 
for something meaningful to do.” “I sought it out to become 
involved in something where I was needed.”

Others wanted to feel better about themselves, fill up 
time, or feel less lonely. Eleven individuals described their 
motives as “selfish.” “I had a purely selfish motive in that I 
thought it would be a good way to get into the community. 
...I needed to get away from the rather shallow, glitzy life I 
lived in New York.”

Still, others described how this motivation was trans-
formed by the hospice experience: “When I first went in as 
a volunteer, I was trying to fill a lot of  stuff in me, and now I 
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feel like I’m more sure of  who I am, and I’m able to be there 
as a true person, to really be there.”

But the most frequent response concerned the need 
to confront death, either because of  fear or simply lack of  
knowledge. Many of  these individuals also remarked on how 
working with hospice had led to an acceptance of  death: “I 
think that part of  our message is that dying is part of  our 
whole life journey. The media tells us that we never have to 
grow old if  we use certain products, we are told we can live 
forever if  we have enough money ... whatever they do, it’s 
just not accepting this wonderful rite of  passage that is ours. 
It’s a gift. We’ve lost it.” “I’ve lived most of  my life, but I still 
have some time to go... but identifying what’s around the 
corner feels good to me, seeing that death is really not such a 
terrible thing, that it’s really the last stage in life.”

A similar percentage of  both high and low-level nonhos-
pice volunteers gave responses that could be categorized as 
self-enhancing. Most frequent were responses that referred to 
enjoyment, fulfillment, and reward, followed by references to 
a desire to feel helpful and needed.

Seventy percent of  the hospice volunteers gave responses 
that could be characterized as empathic, that is, they reflect-
ed an identification with hospice patients and their needs. 
This figure compares with 12% for the high-level volunteers 
and 5.5% for the low-level volunteers.

The most frequent of  all motivations given for becoming 
a hospice volunteer was the death of  a parent, spouse, or 
close friend. Thirty-seven percent of  the hospice volunteers 
included this as a motivation. Those respondents who indi-
cated that the experience was a negative one and who wished 
to spare or mitigate that negative experience for others were 
categorized as empathic. One woman whose husband had 
died of  cancer commented on how the painful experience 
led her to volunteer: “I felt I could do something for someone 
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that I wished I could have had when my husband died. I 
wanted to offer what I would have liked to have had.”

Three of  the hospice volunteers were cancer patients 
themselves and related that they knew how it felt to suffer 
alone and wanted to spare others. Others had had bad expe-
riences with cancer patients and wanted to prevent the same 
bad experiences from happening to others. One woman 
spoke of  being in the hospital for her own cancer treatment 
and encountering a woman who was being forced to accept 
treatment against her will: “I felt so sorry for this woman. 
She seemed so alone. And I remembered going in there not 
knowing if  I could do anything. ... She was in a situation 
that nobody understood. Nobody even cared what she was 
feeling.”

Another volunteer, a registered nurse, related an experi-
ence from her early nursing career: “I would see nurses vir-
tually ignoring dying patients. Giving them their medication, 
changing their beds, but avoiding any real contact. I thought, 
what good are we if  we can’t give comfort to these people? 
Whenever I had a patient who was dying I would really try 
to spend whatever free time I had, giving them sips of  water, 
back rubs ... just holding their hand. But I always had to leave 
knowing the next shift would ignore them again.”

Those who cited a personal experience with the death of  
a significant person in their lives were equally divided between 
the aforementioned categories: those who wished to spare oth-
ers the difficulty they themselves had experienced and those 
whose experience had involved hospice and who volunteered 
out of  a sense of  gratitude and a desire to share that positive 
experience: “I felt I owed them an obligation to contribute 
whatever I could ... I wanted to continue my association with 
those marvelous people who did so much for her and me too.”

As previously stated, volunteering is a widely accept-
ed social norm in the United States, perhaps more so than 
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in any other Western country. Thus it can be said that many 
volunteer because of  social expectations and pressure, that is, 
for normocentric reasons. Forty-four percent of  the hospice 
volunteers gave responses that were considered to be normo-
centric. Only 7% of  high-level volunteers gave normocentric 
responses, and none of  the low-level volunteers gave responses 
that could be interpreted as normative.

Hospice volunteers often referred to the importance of  
volunteering, reflecting societal norms: “I think as you get 
older, you start thinking, what am I doing for my communi-
ty, and you start feeling the need to just do something, to put 
something back.” Still others stated that they were directly re-
cruited: “Some people that I knew were volunteers, and they 
recruited me. They told me I would be good at it and they 
needed volunteers.”

The fourth category, principled responses, were those 
that reflected underlying principles or beliefs and that were 
cited by 30% of  the hospice volunteers as compared with 5% 
and 11% of  the high- and low-level volunteers, respectively. 
The responses arise out of  abstract, ethical principles, which 
hold that all humanity is deserving of  justice, fairness, and 
equity and that caring and compassion should be available 
to all-friends and family, as well as other diverse groups. It is 
difficult to extract purely “principled” responses from nor-
mocentric or empathic forces, but generally they indicate a 
more autonomous or axiological nature than normocentric 
responses.

The most frequent response was a strong belief  in the 
hospice concept, as seen in the following statements: “I had 
seen on several occasions how inadequate the health care 
system was in taking care of  dying patients. I felt there had 
to be a better way. Hospice has a philosophy that I am very 
comfortable with, that is, that people have a right to live until 
the second they die ... a right to live as well as we can pos-
sibly make it for them.” “I guess I thought I could make a 
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difference in the way people died and the way they went out 
of  this lifetime, make it a little less difficult maybe ... It’s nice 
to have someone there when you need them. I’m strong, I 
can help.” “I believe we all need a hand getting into life and 
we all need a hand getting out of  life.”

Other responses included in this category reflected a 
more generalized belief  in the role of  service that, in con-
trast to the normocentric responses, indicated an autono-
mous belief  in the importance of  service to others: “I think 
it is important for people to know they are part of  a society. 
So many people think that what they do doesn’t affect other 
people. There isn’t anyone like that. You affect everyone, ev-
ery person who touches you or the groups you touch.”

Hoffman (1983) has said that the development of  the 
caring, altruistic individual requires setting boundaries be-
tween right and wrong, moral and immoral, and deviant 
and normative behavior. In childhood, the hospice volun-
teers were more likely to have been disciplined by reasoning 
and less by physical means than the non-volunteers, a find-
ing that reflects our findings on rescuers and nonrescuers in 
Nazi-occupied Europe. In addition, there appears to be a 
cultural theme in America that we have an obligation, even 
a divine obligation, to contribute to the betterment of  the 
community (Adams, 1990). Throughout U.S. history, the tru-
est form of  charity in volunteering is found in local, one-on-
one relationships. Adams (1991) examined 159 articles from 
19 popular magazines between 1980 and 1989 focusing on 
motivation for volunteering and charitable giving. He found 
that Americans give because they want to help other people, 
especially those with whom they share communities.

Summary and Implications
Based on the data on the two groups, there is no single 

motivating explanation that triggers people to behave com-
passionately for the welfare of  others. Rather, there are a 
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variety of  factors that converge to motivate them to help. We 
found that Gentile rescuers risked their lives because they 
had learned compassion, caring norms, and efficacy and could as-
sume responsibility for diverse others. This increased extensivity is 
demonstrated by higher acceptance of  diverse groups and 
increased awareness of  the connectedness with all human-
kind. They had also acquired a moral code of  justice and fair-
ness from parents, significant others, and institutions, which 
dictated to them that the innocent must not be persecuted. 
Religious factors are evident; and although religiosity per se 
did not determine rescue, those who had learned religious 
principles of  love and responsibility in a caring home were 
among the rescuers.

In the hospice volunteer study, we discerned factors such 
as empathy, including the need for affiliation, reciprocal helping, 
self-enhancement, and an internalized norm of  care. Although there 
exist no profound differences between hospice volunteers 
and other volunteers, the former group has been shown to 
be more extensive in its outlook. Hospice volunteers also ex-
hibit a higher degree of  intrinsic religiosity, despite a lower 
incidence of  affiliation with mainstream religious traditions. 
These differences can partially be explained by the role mod-
els and discipline styles of  the volunteers’ backgrounds and, 
in the case of  hospice volunteers, the experience of  the loss 
of  a significant individual prior to their decision to volunteer 
for hospice. It should be pointed out that the assessment of  
hospice volunteers’ attitudes occurred after the decision to 
volunteer and after one or more experiences with hospice. 
It is difficult to separate previous beliefs and attitudes from 
those shaped by the hospice experience. In fact, some partic-
ipants referred directly to the transformation of  beliefs and 
attitudes as a result of  their experience.

Motivations were found to be varied, with most hos-
pice volunteers citing self  enhancement and empathic mo-
tives, whereas nonhospice volunteers overwhelmingly cited 
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self-enhancement reasons. The findings of  other motivation-
al studies of  volunteering were reinforced-individuals seek 
out volunteer experiences that meet their particular needs 
for self-esteem, education, and social responsibility. The hos-
pice organization was found to be remarkably effective in 
retaining volunteers, and this success was felt to be the result 
of  the organization’s ability to provide support, affiliation, 
and self-actualization for its volunteers.

So what can we say from studying these two groups of  
individuals? First, acts of  heroic or conventional altruism are 
not the exclusive province of  larger-than life figures. Rather, 
they are usually the deeds of  ordinary people whose moral cour-
age arises out of  the routine of  their daily lives; their charac-
teristic ways of  feeling; their perceptions of  what authority 
should be obeyed; the rules and models of  moral conduct 
they learned from parents, friends, schools, religion, politi-
cal leaders, co-workers, and peer groups; and what kind of  
moral code is to be followed. What we see is that these two 
groups at various times of  their lives were engaged in moral 
behavior in general.

As Iris Murdoch (1970/1985) has observed, the mor-
al life is not something that emerges suddenly in the con-
text of  traumas. Rather, it arises piecemeal in the routine 
business of  living. It begins with parents who emphasize 
broadly inclusive ethical values, including caring and so-
cial responsibility, which they teach in the context of  loving 
family relationships. Thus, assuming caring roles seems to 
require pre-rehearsed scripts and previously learned skills 
acquired in ordinary activities. If  we are serious about cul-
tivating these characteristics associated with helping others, 
then we cannot leave the job to parents alone. Other social 
institutions religious, educational, and workplace-need to 
seriously reconsider their roles, their responsibilities, and 
their routine behaviors. Until social institutions accept re-
sponsibility to nurture inclusive ethical commitment in a 
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context of  caring environments, it is likely that no more 
than a fragment of  the population can be counted on to en-
gage in heroic and conventional altruism. It is my firm con-
viction that caring and social responsibility can be nurtured 
in individuals and groups and that kindness and helping is 
rewarding and empowering not only for those helped but 
also for those who help.

Albert Schweitzer said it best: “One thing I know: The 
only ones among you who will be truly happy are those who 
have sought and found how to serve.”  

Reprinted by permission of  Stephen G. Post, Lynn G. Underwood, Jeffrey P. Schloss, 

William B. Hurlbut. Eds. Altruism and Altruistic Love
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Sorkin’s Vision of Love and Altruism

SAMUEL P. OLINER AND JEFFREY R. GUNN

The Russian-born Pitirim Sorokin (1889-1968) was a 
maverick in the field of  sociology1. His abiding concerns in 
the last decades of  his life were that sensate society, indulgent 
and materialistic, had led humanity to a crisis point. Recent-
ly, some scholars and commentators lament the fact that we 
find ourselves on the brink of  spiritual bankruptcy. Sorokin’s 
vision that only altruistic love will result in human consensus 
earned him the derogatory name of  “philosopher of  love,” 
or “Christian anarchist” by mainstream sociologists in the 
1950s. These positivistic sociologists were in turn accused by 
Sorokin as giving too much weight to their scientific method 
as the only way of  knowing. He accused them of  “quanto-
phrenia” and “quantomania,” and of  indulging in the ex-
ercise of  “fads” and “foibles.”2 Sorokin did not dismiss the 
scientific method, but felt that sociologists and sociological 
journals were filled with quantitative research that ultimate-
ly signified very little. Similar to Max Weber, he advocat-
ed a type of  insightful understanding, a logico-meaningful 
approach to explain human behavior. In addition, Sorokin 

1. For further discussion of  Sorokin’s scholarship, see Ford, Richard, 
and Talbutt 1996.
2. Samuel P. Oliner, “Sorokin’s Contribution to American Sociology” 
Nationalities Papers, 4 no.2 (1976): 125-151; Barry V. Johnston, Pitirim 
A. Sorokin: An Intellectual Biography, (University Press of  Kansas, 
Lawrence, KS, 1995). 
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dared to argue that value-relativity was an elusive product 
of  an overripe sensate mentality and a root cause of  the cri-
ses of  our age. He further dared to take a position of  val-
ue-advocacy. He was particularly insistent on the need for 
humanity to recognize and propagate the value and process 
of  altruistic love. In our view, Sorokin was a visionary who 
has not only described his contemporary world, but also 
foresaw what we are experiencing currently. A glance at any 
newspaper, journal, movie, or television will quickly remind 
us that the symptoms of  human degradation and separation 
are pervasive.

If  we accept Sorokin’s premise that our human relations 
are in a state of  worsening crisis that can only be averted by 
an increase in altruistic love, and if  we are concerned about 
the future of  society, then the promotion of  altruistic love be-
comes imperative. Successful promotion, however, requires 
effective understanding, and our understanding of  altruistic 
love today has not advanced much beyond Sorokin’s initial 
conceptualization. Contemporary theories of  altruism and 
prosocial behavior miss the point of  altruistic love, and con-
temporary research methods may in part miss its essence.

The purpose of  this paper is twofold: to renew Sorokin’s 
vision of  altruistic love and to present research on rescuers of  
Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe that supports that view, hav-
ing uncovered many living examples of  this love, compas-
sion, and courage. We hope to show that Sorokin’s concep-
tualization means more than contemporary theories allow 
and that its understanding requires more than contempo-
rary research methods can adequately yield. We also hope to 
show, through examples, that altruistic love is a tremendous 
force, which, if  unleashed, could transform the character of  
human relations.

Sorokin’s altruistic love is ideally boundless. It originates 
within itself  and extends out to the cosmos. It makes no dis-
tinctions; it embraces all. It is unconditional and undaunted 
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by disappointment and failure. It is compassionate and car-
ing; it hurts when others hurt and suffers when they suffer. It 
is endlessly giving; it reaches out in the spirit of  care, justice, 
and compassion. It is ennobling and exalted; it represents the 
highest in human potential, historically achieved by Buddha, 
the Dalai Lama, Christ, Gandhi, Albert Schweitzer, Mother 
Teresa, and many of  the rescuers of  Jews in Nazi Europe 
studied by the Oliners.3,4

Contemporary sociobiologists who attribute altruistic 
love to genetic programming miss the point. Sorokin’s altru-
istic love is not the automatic “love” of  the drone bee for its 
queen. Sorokin’s love originates within itself  and emanates 
from itself. It is not the barest of  human predispositions but 
the highest of  human achievements.

Contemporary psychologists who attribute altruistic love 
solely to developmental processes also miss the point. So-
rokin’s love does not depend on developed brain physiology 
or on the ability to differentiate self  from others. It is not a 
Hobbesian egocentric love that occurs when the interests of  
self  become identified with the interests of  others. Altruistic 
love is a giving, sacrificial love; it often involves the sacrifice 
of  very important interests, possibly one’s life. Such sacrifices 
can never be based or justified on egocentric premises. As he 
said:

No logical ego-centered ethics can urge the individual to 
transcend his ego(s)...to sacrifice his interests. The major 
premises of  such logic forbid any plea for sacrifice. If  it 
does present such a plea, it becomes self-contradictory: 
“For the benefit of  your egos and your ego-centered I; for 

3. Pitirim A. Sorokin, The Ways and Power of  Love: Types, Factors, 
and Techniques of  Moral Transformation, (Boston, MA: The Beacon 
Press, 1954); Pitirim A. Sorokin, Fads and Foibles in Modern Sociology 
and Related Sciences, (Henry Regnery Company, Chicago,IL, 1956).
4. See Oliner and Oliner 1988, and Oliner 2003, 2005. 



Samuel P. Oliner & Jeffrey R. Gunn

176

the benefit of  your egos you have to sacrifice their very 
interests; for the benefit of  your personal life you have to 
sacrifice your life.” The second parts of  these proposi-
tions deny what their first parts affirm.5

Sorokin’s love is a selfless love attained by the primal 
human capacity to submerge self  and others into a greater 
whole. He says:

Love...annuls our individual loneliness; fills the empti-
ness of  our isolation with the richest value; breaks and 
transcends the narrow walls of  our little egos; makes us 
co-participants of  the highest life of  humanity and the... 
cosmos; expands our true individuality to the...boundaries 
of  the universe.6 

Sacrifice is encouraged, not contradicted, by this love. 
The individual who accepts the ontological primacy of  the 
Whole does not have interests or life; he or she has existence 
that is bestowed by the living Whole, an existence that can-
not subsist apart from the Whole. Such individuals do not 
sacrifice interests or life; rather, they sacrifice subsistence for 
life of  the Whole. “Love tends thus to destroy death and to 
replace it with eternal immortality.”7

Sorokin’s altruistic love cannot be fully comprehended 
by the scientific method, nor is it likely to be found in the 
contrivances and manipulations of  the social sciences’ lab-
oratories. Sorokin eschewed the scientific encapsulation of  

5. Samuel P. Oliner and Pearl M. Oliner, The Altruistic Personality: 
Rescuers of  Jews in Nazi Europe, (The Free Press, New York, 1998).
6. Pitirim A. Sorokin, The Ways and Power of  Love: Types, Factors, 
and Techniques of  Moral  Transformation, (Boston, MA: The Beacon 
Press, 1954).
7. Pitirim A. Sorokin, The Ways and Power of  Love: Types, Factors, 
and Techniques of  Moral Transformation, (Boston, MA: The Beacon 
Press, 1954). 
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altruistic love. Though he did use reason and observation to 
outline some of  its contours, he argued that love could not 
be adequately captured or confined within a tidy conceptual 
scheme; to do so would be to lose its manifold essence. Citing 
P. Tillich, Sorokin maintained:

I have given no definition of  love. This is impossible, 
because there is no higher principle by which it can be 
defined. It is life itself  in its actual unity. The forms and 
structures in which love embodies itself  are the forms and 
structures in which life overcomes its destructive forces.

Martin Buber had a similar view about love. Altruis-
tic love can only be distorted, not encountered or actively 
known by scientific analysis. “It is not the law that is after-
wards derived from appearance but in appearance itself  that 
being communicates itself.”8 Love is also positively associated 
with forgiveness.9

Philosophers, poets, and novelists have been concerned 
over the centuries with the processes called love and loving. 
Several reflected Sorokin’s notion that in any genuine psy-
chological experience of  love, the ego or “I’ of  the loving 
individual tends to merge with and to identify with a loved 
“Thee” and that love is the justification and deliverance of  
individuality through the sacrifice of  egoism. Both Aristotle 
and Plato suggested that love is a motivating force that gives 
incentive to justice and moral action. A number of  philoso-
phers have addressed the issue that the love by God toward 
humankind is agape, a kind of  altruistic love, which is eter-
nally powerful. Agape love, which some say is divinely in-
spired, moves human beings to care and help other human 

8. Pitirim A. Sorokin, Explorations in Altruistic Love and Behavior: A 
Symposium, (The Beacon Press: Boston, MA, 1950).
9. Martin Buber, I and Thou, (Charles Scribner’s Sons: NY, 1970).
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beings. It also implies sympathy and compassion and the 
non-separation between self  and others, as Max Scheler 
pointed out.10

Rescuers of  Jews in Nazi-Occupied Europe
The authors have discerned clear manifestations of  al-

truistic love envisioned by Sorokin in a study by Oliner and 
Oliner, “The Altruistic Personality,”11: in which they inter-
viewed a sample of  rescuers of  Jews, bystanders, and res-
cued survivors in Nazi-occupied Europe. Samuel P. Oliner, 
Pearl M. Oliner, and their associates interviewed almost sev-
en hundred people who lived in Nazi-occupied Europe. The 
sample consisted of  authenticated Gentile rescuers, bystand-
ers (a group of  people who did not engage in rescue even 
though some were asked to help), and a group of  rescued 
survivors. During the Nazi occupation, the respondents had 
lived in Poland, Germany, France, Holland, Italy, Denmark, 
Belgium, and Norway. The study sought answers to three key 
questions:

1. Was rescue primarily a matter of  opportunity, that is, 
a question of  external circumstances? If  so, what circum-
stances? 

2. Was rescue a matter of  character, that is, personal at-
tributes and values? If  so, what attributes? 

3. Were those attributes and values learned, and if  so 
how?

The Oliners estimated that less than one percent of  the 
population of  Nazi-occupied Europe was engaged in the 

10. Samuel P. Oliner, “Altruism, Forgiveness, Empathy and Intergroup 
Apology,” 2005.
11. Max Scheler, The Nature of  Sympathy: Sorokin’s Vision of  Altruis-
tic Love as a Bridge to Human Consensus, (Yale University Press, New 
Haven, CT: 1954).
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rescue of  Jews during the Holocaust period. The rarity of  
this activity is somewhat understandable in view of  its ex-
treme danger. The occupied countries were saturated with 
Gestapo officers, German soldiers, and local collaborators. 
Persons caught sheltering or otherwise helping Jews were 
subject to arrest, torture, imprisonment, and/or death. One 
rescuer reported what he witnessed:

It started before the war...I was in Germany, where I vis-
ited a family—a very nice family—that had two boys. 
One boy was gone every night. The mother told me, “He 
is in a club. The club is unbelievable.” The boy was in 
the Hitler Youth movement. It was a secret. In the eve-
nings the boys took lessons and then they got an animal, 
a rabbit or a pig or a mouse or a rat. He had to kill that 
animal. He learned to kill, and he learned to see blood.

Another rescuer said:

I saw how they killed... I wanted flour for the bread. It 
was so quiet there, after-wards, I just saw in the street so 
many people killed — Jewish people. I was scared. I was 
really scared. I told my mother what I saw. My mother 
told me, “You are lucky they don’t kill you.”

Yet another said:

Personal contacts were dangerous. A friend of  mine was 
hung in a cell with a chain around his wrists. They hung him 
on the ceiling just so far from the floor. Then they killed him. 
I don’t know if  you have heard of  the “bath” treatment—
they put people underwater in a bath to suffocate.

Most of  the rescuers knew the risks they were taking, and 
yet most of  them persevered for long periods of  time. They 
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had to provide transportation, construct hiding places, avoid 
their neighbors and even some members of  their families, 
procure food, forge identification papers, and sometimes lie 
and steal to carry out their rescues.

They lived in constant fear of  detection. Many of  the 
rescuers and their homes were searched. Some of  them were 
arrested and beaten or tortured. Some lost loved ones who 
were also engaged in rescue. In Poland alone, 2500 Gentile 
Poles lost their lives when they were caught hiding Jews and 
other victims of  Nazi extermination. A Polish rescuer said:

The Germans caught me and almost beat me to death. 
They grabbed me and threw me to the basement. I 
opened my eyes and I saw the man hanging in front of  
me. I sat with him like that for almost one week.

Yet another said:

The S.S. came and they killed my husband and one of  
the Jews. They came with a dog... My husband wouldn’t 
say anything so they set the dog on him. It bit off his 
hand... Then the dog ran upstairs. We had the hiding 
place upstairs. They went after the dog and took my hus-
band up. The guy, Farber...he was the worst S.S. He was 
sitting with me with a gun in his hand and he ran upstairs 
after the dog. Somebody was shooting upstairs. The dog 
had found the hiding place...My little girl was crying 
because she wanted to go upstairs to Daddy—because 
Daddy was screaming.

The rescuers included both males and females. They 
were from all occupied countries, from all social class back-
grounds, and from all levels of  education. The rescuers held 
a variety of  religious beliefs, while some held no religious be-
liefs at all. They ascribed to various political ideologies; some 



Sorokin’s Vision of  Love and Altruism

181

were politically indifferent. They represented a broad range 
of  occupational specialties and some were housewives or too 
young to hold any occupation at all. No gender, country, so-
cial class, level of  education, religious belief, political ideolo-
gy, or occupational specialty was predominant in the sample.

The rescuers reported having learned a number of  val-
ues as they were growing up. These values tended to cluster 
around care, compassion, empathy, honesty, religiosity, social 
responsibility, risk-taking and industriousness. The rescuers 
were interviewed using an open-ended questionnaire that 
included attitude scales measuring empathy, social respon-
sibility, religiosity, self-esteem, and social control. They were 
not singularly located on any of  these scales. The rescuers 
reported a variety of  reasons or motives for their actions, and 
some reported they had no conscious reason or motive at 
all. In comparison to bystanders (non-rescuers) in our sam-
ple, the rescuers scored higher on the empathy and social re-
sponsibility scale. They were typically more psychologically 
attached to their family as well as being able to extend their 
responsibility to diverse other groups and included them in 
the universe of  responsibility. They exhibited sympathetic 
concern, justice, Christian duty, and, in a number of  cas-
es, prior friendship. Over 87 percent mentioned the ethic of  
caring for diverse others as a reason for helping.

The rescuers did exhibit two commonalties, both of  
which were emphasized by Sorokin. Most of  the rescuers 
reported having been raised in a warm and loving family 
environment, and most showed a strong sense of  attachment 
to their family as well as an extension of  this attachment to 
others such as strangers, foreigners, and Jews.

While we cannot gain an active personal knowledge of  
altruistic love outside of  the being of  that love itself, we can 
catch a glimpse of  that knowledge from those who have acted 
and lived that loving and caring reality. The rescuers of  Jews 
saved lives. We discern the altruistic love of  the rescuers from 
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their stories. We provide excerpts from three stories. The first 
is from T.W., who lived in the Netherlands during the war. 
She was married and had five children, all less than ten years 
old in 1940. She told us that her father was the most influen-
tial person in her life as she was growing up. “From him, we 
learned that we were very poor, but if  somebody knocked on 
the door, he would always give a few pennies. He told us to 
be kind to all people. Never point the finger.” She related the 
following story:

When we first were occupied by the Germans we really 
did not think too badly of  it. We were young, and we did 
not know. They were very friendly. It came so quick...My 
girl friend came and said to me, “Tia, I got here a little 
girl. Her father was shot to death, her mother fled with 
her brother, and she crunched her in a closet.” Then the 
mother said—and that struck with me—“Christians will 
come and help you, but don’t cry.”

J.D., the second of  these rescuers, also lived in the Neth-
erlands during the war. He was married and had two chil-
dren. J.D. was a coal miner, and his wife was a housewife. He 
regarded his mother as the most important person in his life 
while he was growing up. From her he learned, “We were 
not allowed to lie, not allowed to steal... You had to help 
little children and older people when they needed your help. 
When you didn’t, you were in trouble with Mamma.” When 
asked about his rescue activity, he told us the following:

     It all started right in the beginning of  the war. The 
Germans bombed Rotterdam pretty badly, and they sent 
children out. We ended up with a boy about my daugh-
ter’s age... In 1942 they knew that we had a boy. So in 
1942 a lady came. She heard we had a boy from Rotter-
dam, and asked if  we would mind having another boy. 
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My wife said, “Sure, we can have another boy.” She said, 
“But he is Jewish.” My wife said, “Then I will have to talk 
with my husband.”
    I was a coal miner at the time... It was about midnight 
when I came home. We talked it over. I said, “Sure. They 
are little human beings. When she comes back tomorrow 
you tell her to bring the little boy.” And so she did. The 
boy was about three and a half  years old. They called 
him Bobby...My wife says, “I am glad we got this little 
boy and not somebody else.”
    Then he talked about his little sister. I...found out 
where his little sister was. She was only a year and a half. 
I...went to the people. I asked, “May I come with the lit-
tle boy sometime and visit her.” That was granted.
    That was only one visit. It was a really beautiful to 
see how pleased these little kids were and how happy 
they were to see each other again. Right then and there I 
made up my mind. Them kids should not go apart from 
each other...So I came home and I told my wife the story. 
She looked at me and said, “I think the same as you do 
but it’s risky for you. You are the head of  the household.” 
I said, “If  they are going to shoot me for one, we may as 
well do two. It’s the same bullet.”
    The next morning I got the little girl...After that they 
were always together. They grew up together. That time 
was a difficult time because there were so many Dutch 
people who moved over to the Germans. You didn’t 
know who you could trust any more. So we didn’t trust 
nobody...
    The last couple they brought us was an elderly cou-
ple... They brought them over at one o’clock in the night.
    After we were free this gentleman came back to thank 
us for what we did. My wife had chicken soup and we 
fed those people some warm food. And they had to have 
dry clothes. About three thirty or four o’clock I had 
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everything washed and dried for them. I laid down for 
an hour and got some shut eye. It was a trying time but 
it was forty years ago and I was so much younger. When 
you are young you don’t feel it so much. I never knew 
who was coming with who.
    We had a kind of  a knock that we knew who was at the 
door. I did not open up when I didn’t know who it was. 
There were four or five people who would bring Jewish 
people for us to hide. Most of  the time we had our two 
little kids as well as adults.
    We went through the war that way. Sometimes when it 
was dangerous we got a warning from the police. I had a 
friend who was a policeman. He was head of  the police, 
we never met. I knew him and he knew me. When there 
was talk about a raid he told a friend of  mine to come 
and warn us...
    One night when it became very dangerous my wife was 
in the cell of  the police station with the children. A cell 
was the safest place they could find. We put them in jail!
    The father was picked up right in the beginning and 
was killed. The mother was underground in Belgium or 
the south of  Holland. A Catholic priest came with the 
mother..

A third rescue took place in Krakow, the ancient capital 
of  Poland. For purposes of  space, we shall abstract the story. 
In Krakow in 1942, the S.S. guards were leading approxi-
mately a thousand Jews out of  the ghetto toward a railroad 
station for trans-shipment to Treblinka death camp. Many 
among the marching Jews, which consisted of  men, wom-
en, and children, had a premonition that they were going 
to their deaths. One marcher among the Jews was a woman 
with a small, infant boy. In desperation, she was thinking of  
a way of  saving her child, when she noticed a blond, young 
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Polish Catholic woman standing on the sidewalk among the 
other Poles who were simply onlookers to this tragedy. The 
Jewess sneaked away from the ranks of  the marchers and 
rushed over to the Polish, Catholic woman and said to her, 
“Please, please, save my baby. I know that they are going to 
kill us.” The woman on the curb took this infant into her 
arms and took it home. She was neither married nor preg-
nant, so the neighbors were curious how she got this Semit-
ic-looking child.

Shortly thereafter, someone among the neighbors report-
ed her to the local Krakow police, which was the Polish police 
in the service of  the Nazis. Soon a Polish policeman came and 
arrested her, with the child. He sat her in a large room that 
contained at least a dozen desks, behind each sat a policeman. 
The captain walked in, sat down in front of  the desk, and said 
to the woman, “This is not your child, is it? This is a Jewish 
child, isn’t it? Do you know what the penalties for hiding a 
Jewish child are?” The woman burst into automatic, genuine 
tears, pounded the desk, looked the captain in the eyes and 
said, “You should be ashamed of  yourself. Do you call your-
selves Poles? Do you call yourselves gentlemen?” Then her 
eyes traversed the room and she said, “There is one among 
you who has fathered this child and who is willing to stoop so 
low, who is such a vicious human being, that he would rather 
see this child labeled as a Jew and have him exterminated than 
own up his responsibility and paternity in this matter.” The 
captain proverbially straightened his tie, cleared his throat, 
looked around the room thinking who might be the father of  
this child, and let this woman go.

Many of  the dozens of  rescued survivors that the Oliners 
interviewed were asked the question, “Why do you think your 
people rescued you?” They responded that the rescuers “did 
it out of  love, out of  caring, out of  compassion, and could not 
stand by and see the innocent die.”
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The rescuers’ stories provide examples of  a love that is 
neither determined nor selfish. It is a love that reaches out 
to care for others, even to those who are strangers. It is a 
love directed by conscious choice, a choice by persons who 
are both motivated and existentially free to do otherwise. 
The great majority of  people in Nazi-occupied Europe did 
do otherwise; most people did nothing to help the Jews be-
cause of  their fear or their indifference to the pain of  oth-
ers.

A salient concept derived from the Oliner study is the 
concept of  extensivity, which has its roots partially in So-
rokin’s work on the dimensions of  love. The rescuers, as 
they were growing up, felt attached to their family of  origin 
in a psychologically healthy way. Their relationships with 
their families and also others deserving of  their love and 
care, were not simply empty abstractions but involved ac-
tion, and these relationships resulted in the motivation to 
aid and save others, often strangers. The Oliners assert that 
extensivity consists of  several dimensions, including attach-
ment to family of  origin, inclusiveness of  others, care, and 
so on.

  If  altruistic love is neither self-interested nor deter-
mined, then what is it, and where does it come from? It is 
more than anything a state of  mind, a state of  mind that 
cannot easily differentiate or separate self  from the Whole, 
and where separation does occur. It is a state of  mind that 
prompts action to be taken for the good of  the Whole rath-
er than for the good of  the self. It regards all people as de-
serving of  love. They feel responsible for all people, not just 
friends and family members.

We do not know exactly where this state of  mind comes 
from. Most of  the rescuers were raised in loving family en-
vironments, where caring for others was common practice. 
And most rescuers were taught to be tolerant, to regard 
everyone in the same caring light. But these environmental 
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factors alone do not guarantee altruistic love, nor does their 
absence necessarily preclude it.

While the definition of  love is complex, we can clearly 
discern its positive consequences. As Sorokin argued, al-
truistic love may be the most important key to the survival 
of  humanity. In recent decades social science has opened 
new fields of  altruism and love to its exploration and use. 
The probing into the subatomic world and the harnessing 
of  atomic energy are but two examples. Perhaps the latest 
realm to be explored is the mysterious domain of  altruistic 
love. Though now in its infancy, its scientific study is likely 
to become a most important area for future research. The 
topic of  unselfish love has already been placed on today’s 
agenda of  history and may become its main business.12 We 
see the field of  social psychology, apology and forgiveness, 
positive psychology, evolutionary biology, and other disci-
plines have become interested in the nature of  goodness 
that may lead to a more caring world.13

The Oliners, in their altruistic personality research, sug-
gest that we must teach and tell the stories of  altruistic he-
roes because our young people should use these rescuers and 
others as moral role models. The understanding and dissem-
inating of  altruistic love is the most important item on the 
agenda today. Fyodor Dostoyoevsky was once asked whether 
we should fight evil with force or with humble love. Humble 
love, he argued, is the most powerful force in the world, and 
was the only answer to evil.14 Just as love is important in the 
survival of  newborn babies, so it is crucial for the survival of  
the planet. Altruism and altruistic love may be the antidote 
to war. This was precisely Sorokin’s vision. © Oliner and Gunn

12. 1988 
13. Pitirim A. Sorokin, Pitirim, “The Mysterious Energy of  Love.” 
Transcripts of  lectures recorded by Campus World, Inc., 1960.
14. Samuel P. Oliner, Altruism: Intergroup Apology and Forgiveness. 
(In progress), 2006.
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Altruism in Different Religions

SAMUEL P. OLINER

Judaism 
The basic source of  Jewish belief  is the Hebrew Bible, 

called the Old Testament by Christians, which consists of  
three major works: The Torah (the five books of  Moses) and 
the First and Last Writings; together they form the Tanakh. 
The Torah was traditionally regarded as the primary revela-
tion of  God and his laws to humanity; it is considered valid 
for all time. Its laws were clarified and elaborated in the oral 
Torah, or the tradition of  the elders, and were eventually 
written down in two other works, the Mishnah and Talmud. 
These traditions consist of  legal, ethical, philosophic, mys-
tical, and devotional issues, and they are impressive in their 
length.

The goal of  Judaism lies in strict obedience to God. The 
philosophy perceived in Judaism is that humankind has two 
impulses: good and evil. One can alleviate the plight of  the 
individual and of  society by being compassionate, just, for-
giving, and by loving and obeying God. Or, one can rebel 
and be influenced by Satan, who caused God’s creation to 
go astray. To follow God’s law is the highest morality, which 
includes among many other good things—justice, charity, 
ethics and honesty, and being true to the one true God, Yah-
weh. The Ten Commandments propose desirable relation-
ships with one’s neighbor, one’s father and mother, and God.
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Judaism is the mother religion of  both Christianity and 
Islam, and Christianity has inherited main religious ideas 
and ritual practices from Judaism. Jews do not belong to any 
one race or people in the anthropological sense. They were 
expelled from their homeland, ancient Palestine, and today 
are found in most parts of  the world.

Despite dispersal, Jews have retained a sense of  people-
hood, and in great part this is due to their religious prac-
tices. Jews claim a special relationship to God and believe 
that by receiving the Torah, which contains the Ten Com-
mandments, that He has ordered them to be righteous. The 
prophet Micah made the famous declaration that God re-
quires all humankind to do good, which means to practice 
loving kindness and to walk humbly with God.

During Rosh Hoshanna, observant Jews recall their 
deeds towards other human beings over the preceding year. 
Ten days later on Yom Kippur, the Day of  Atonement, ob-
servant Jews are encouraged to think about the harm and 
offenses they have committed over the past year. They are 
asked to apologize to neighbors, and if  they do not apolo-
gize, to try to do better for their fellow human beings. Acts 
of  loving kindness are the best means of  making amends. As 
the rabbis have said, “whoever has sinned, let him go and do 
a good deed, and he or she will be forgiven” (Ross and Hills 
1956: 120).

Tzedakah is the Hebrew word for charity. It means giv-
ing aid, assistance and money to the poor or to worthwhile 
causes, and it includes the responsibility to give a portion 
of  one’s personal substance for the common good (Degroot 
2005). A mitzvah includes 613 commandments Jews are ob-
ligated to observe, and, more generally, refers to any good 
deed. One often reads of  the “mitzvah of  tzedakah.” Tze-
dakah is more than just giving money to the poor. In the 
writings of  Maimonides, whoever gives tzedakah to the poor 
with a sour expression and in a surly manner, even if  he gives 
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a thousand gold pieces, loses his merit. One should instead 
give cheerfully and joyfully, and empathize with his sorrow.

The command to love one’s neighbor, found in the book 
of  Leviticus, is central to the Jewish faith (Templeton 1999: 
11). In fact, Templeton argues that in Judaism, “When one 
loves and cares for others, one is loving God” (1999: 11). The 
Bible portrays a God who loves all people: the rich and the 
poor, the weak and the powerful. God’s love is unconditional.

One of  our interviewees, a man who has helped in the 
Jewish community for many years, said:

My own feeling about being spiritual is that I’m a person 
that other people can look up to. I consider two main 
qualifications: one, that you do good [in Hebrew, tikun 
olan – fix the world), that you’re a constructive person 
in your family, in your community, and in your country. 
Secondly, that you have goals and beliefs and activities 
that are bigger than yourself. (Respondent 013)

Another, a woman who identifies herself  with the culture 
of  being Jewish and of  helping:

Just being Jewish influences a me lot.... I mean there’s 
such an infusion of  persecution throughout Jewish cul-
tural history that there is always a sense of  helping out in 
communities for people who don’t have as much, through 
thick and thin, you know, helping people more. 

The Bible holds many references to altruism. In Leviti-
cus: “And when you reap the harvest of  your land, you shall 
not reap all the way to the edges of  your field, or gather the 
gleanings of  your harvest. You shall not pick the vineyard 
bare, or gather the fallen fruit of  your vineyard; you shall 
leave them for the poor and the stranger; I am the Lord your 
God” (Leviticus 19:9-10). In Deuteronomy, God commands 
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the faithful: “If, however, there is a needy person among 
you, do not harden your heart and shut your hand against 
your needy kinsmen. Rather, you must open your hand and 
lend him sufficient for whatever he needs” (Deuteronomy 
15:7-8).

It is considered more credible by some to develop a 
habit of  giving regularly rather than giving large sums in-
frequently. Placing a pushke—a tin can where coins may 
be donated—in the house represents one way people can 
express a commitment to helping their communities phil-
anthropically. By collecting money in one’s home regular-
ly, whether for a specific or the community’s general good, 
one is fulfilling an obligation to neighbors. The use of  a 
pushke is meant to further the spirit of  philanthropy and 
righteousness in the home and in the community.

Charity has been defined in many ways. It may con-
sist of  offering help to the poor, or almsgiving. It may be a 
general benevolence or generosity toward others or toward 
humanity, or indulgence or forbearance in judging others.

Helping your neighbor can manifest itself  in many 
ways. One such way for Jews is through MAZON, a citi-
zens’ movement, which is the outgrowth of  tens of  thou-
sands of  American Jews who have stepped forward to try 
to solve hunger, one of  the world’s most devastating—and 
most preventable—problems. With their support, MAZON 
works around the globe to bring critical relief  to millions 
of  hungry families. MAZON also funds emergency food 
providers, food banks, multi-service organizations and ad-
vocacy groups both in this country and abroad.

Like all other religions, Judaism teaches about the im-
portance of  ethics, love, kindness, caring, and social respon-
sibility. Yet it is important to realize that the faiths that we 
discuss in this chapter have an ideal level and a real level. 
By ideal level, we mean they preach these things; however, 
they fail to live up to the ideals in their sacred books.
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Chief  Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, a major Jewish scholar who 
represents an ecumenical spirit in his writings, emphasizes 
the importance of  responsibility. In his book To Heal a Frac-
tured World (2005), he speaks about responsibility as one of  
the major ethical virtues. He speaks about charity as justice 
and the importance of  love that must translate into compas-
sionate deeds. He feels that human beings are capable of  
repairing the world now. He addresses the universality of  all 
human beings and emphasizes strongly the importance of  
kindness towards strangers and society.

Rabbi Sacks maintains that Judaism is a complex faith, 
but that Jewish ethics are down to earth and practical. It is 
not enough to speak about help, caring, and compassion: it 
matters to the Jewish God only when he sees action on the 
part of  one to another. Sacks stresses the concept of  inclu-
siveness among human beings. He cites Rabbi Abraham 
Kook (100 1935) who said, “The narrow-mindedness that 
leads one to see what is outside the bounds of  one’s people ... 
is ugly and defiled, is a terrible darkness that causes general 
destruction to the entire edifice of  good, the light of  which 
every refined soul hopes for” (Sacks 2005: 10). Judaism also 
stresses the importance of  righteousness.

Deuteronomy 16:18 tells people, “Do not stand by idly 
by the blood of  your neighbor.” In other words, don’t be a 
bystander to murder or injustice. Jewish writings have much 
to say about justice. Isaiah 1:17 says “Learn to do good, seek 
justice, aid the oppressed, uphold the rights of  the orphan, 
defend the cause of  the widow.” Dr. Sacks disagrees strongly 
with Karl Marx, who famously called religion “the opium of  
the people.” Rather, he maintains that religion, in its most 
authentic form, is actually quite practical and helpful, be-
cause it includes, among other deeds, helping others to ob-
tain justice. Within Judaism, justice is a form of  caring or 
altruism; it is considered a form of  charity. A Tzedakah is 
a kind of  deed, intended not to humiliate the recipient, but 



Samuel P. Oliner

194

to render him aid and return him to a condition in which 
he can stand on his own two feet. Charity as loving kind-
ness has many manifestations in Judaism. For example, when 
King Alfonso V of  Portugal captured 250 African Jews and 
sold them as slaves throughout the Kingdom of  Portugal, 
Portuguese Jews formed a representative committee of  12 
members and traveled throughout the country redeeming 
the Jewish slaves, often at a very high price. These ransomed 
Jews were clothed, lodged, and maintained until they had 
learned the language of  the country and were able to sup-
port themselves (Sacks 2005).

Jews believe, at least at the ideal level, that the world is 
reparable by loving thy neighbor. Using a vast body of  lit-
erature and learning, Rabbi Sacks speaks about the single-
ness of  the human soul—and it is not simply a Jewish soul 
but inclusive. Great emphasis is stressed on the treatment of  
strangers. Rabbi Sacks concludes that even the smallest good 
deed can change someone’s life, and that religions reach 
their highest level when they stop worrying about other peo-
ple’s souls and care instead for the needs of  their bodies. The 
ability to give to others is a gift. Judaism, like other religious 
traditions, has great and lofty teachings in its sacred texts, 
although not all Jews live up to those ideals. 

Christianity
Christianity is based on the teachings of  Jesus of  Naza-

reth some 2,000 years ago. It is the world’s largest religion, 
followed by Islam. Scriptures in the Christian Bible consist 
of  the Old Testament (39 books of  the Hebrew Bible) and 
the New Testament. There are three major sects of  Chris-
tianity: Catholicism, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestantism, 
which has splintered into many denominations. Like Judaism 
and Islam, Christianity is monotheistic. The goal of  Chris-
tians is to gain eternal life with God in heaven, which is con-
sidered a perfect existence of  bliss. The path of  attainment is 
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obedience to God. As in some other major religions, Chris-
tians believe that man is born a sinner and can receive salva-
tion only from God. For them, this salvation comes through 
belief  in Jesus Christ as savior. Some Christians have an un-
shakable belief  that Christianity is the only true religion, the 
only path to salvation, and that only “good Christians” will 
be saved, which is somewhat problematic; but the other side 
of  Christianity emphasizes love, compassion, and caring. 
Christianity, like Judaism, adheres to the Ten Command-
ments. Also, as in Judaism, Christianity teaches the Golden 
Rule: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”

Jesus is the central figure of  the Christian religion. Sto-
ries about Jesus are numerous; probably the best known 
come from the first four books of  the New Testament, known 
as the Gospels. Each of  the books is separately written and 
presents Jesus’s life in a way that would appeal to a wide 
group of  people. The main point emphasized in Christianity 
is that Jesus was born to the Virgin Mary, is the Son of  God, 
and that God loved humankind so much that he sacrificed 
his own son, Jesus, in order to absolve humanity from its sins. 
Though Jesus was a Jew and some of  the teachings of  the 
two religions overlap, Jesus’s teachings were never accepted 
by the Jews. Even though Jesus’s disciple Peter insisted upon 
keeping the movement exclusively Jewish, Paul was able to 
persuade Peter and others to admit non-Jews into the group 
(Ross and Hills 1956: 137). It was not long before non-Jews 
outnumbered Jews in the Christian movement.

Christianity, like other faiths, strongly emphasizes that 
its believers should clothe the naked and feed the poor, but 
to Christians, caring for other human beings reflects the es-
sence of  the love of  Christ for humanity. Christianity preach-
es love for one’s fellow human beings and peace and justice 
for all. It also teaches that there is no greater love for a man 
than to give up his life for another man. Christians manifest 
caring and altruism on a global scale through establishing 
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charities that assist the needy around the world. In fact, there 
is a worldwide Catholic charitable institution called Caritas, 
which stands for altruism, charity, and compassion for others.

A recent example of  Christian charity was manifested in 
Mother Teresa of  Calcutta, who dedicated her life to help-
ing the poor and afflicted in India. In Macedonia, where 
she grew up, statues and shrines of  the Madonna and Child 
impressed her, moving her to become increasingly involved 
with the activities of  the local Sacred Heart Church. One of  
the most influential priests in her life was Franjo Jambern-
kovic, a Croatian who encouraged her; it was he who pushed 
her toward missionary work in India.

In 1928 she traveled to Ireland and entered the Order 
of  the Sisters of  Our Lady of  Loretto and was subsequently 
sent to Darjeeling, India for her training. She then studied 
for a teaching certificate at Loretto Entally in Calcutta, tak-
ing her final religious vows in 1937. Every time she left the 
convent and ventured out into the city, she was moved by the 
plight of  the sick and the dying who were always to be found 
on the streets.

In 1946, on a train trip to Darjeeling, she received the 
call from God that transformed her life, thus beginning her 
quest for permission to minister to the sick and dying. In 
1948 she was allowed by the Vatican to leave her post at the 
convent. She founded the Missionaries of  Charity in 1950, 
and a number of  nuns trained and worked with her. During 
the day the nuns taught, and during the evening they cared 
for the poor in the slums of  Calcutta. Their creed and pur-
pose was:

To fulfill our mission of  compassion and love to the poor-
est of  the poor we go: seeking out in towns and villages 
all over the world even amid squalid surroundings the 
poorest, the abandoned, the sick, the infirm, the leprosy 
patients, the dying, the desperate, the lost, the outcasts; 
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taking care of  them; rendering help to them; visiting them 
assiduously; living Christ’s love for them; and awakening 
their response to His great love 9.

In 1952, Mother Teresa opened the Nirmal Hriday (or 
“Pure Heart”) Home for Dying Destitutes in Calcutta and 
subsequently extended her work onto five continents. In rec-
ognition of  her efforts, she was awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 1979. In presenting the prize, Chairperson John 
Sanness said of  her: “Can any political, social, or intellectual 
feat of  engineering, on the international or on the nation-
al plane, however effective and rational, however idealistic 
and principled its protagonists may be, give us anything but 
a house built on a foundation of  sand, unless the spirit of  
Mother Teresa inspires the builders and takes its dwelling in 
their building?”10

In 1990 Mother Teresa became ill and was forced to scale 
down her activities; in 1997, after a long and selfless life, she 
died. Mother Teresa represents the ultimate example of  how 
altruism is exhibited through Christian love and caring, al-
though recently Hitchens (1995) has pointed out that she has 
not been a perfect human being.

Just as all Jews do not subscribe to Mazon or practice Tze-
dakah, not all Catholics support Caritas, and not all Chris-
tians dedicate their lives to the poor and dying. But many do 
involve themselves in this faith-based form of  helping others. 
There are common themes in Judaism and Christianity: the 
Golden Rule, loving one’s neighbor, clothing the naked, and 
feeding the hungry. This similarity can be traced back to the 
Abrahamic roots of  both religions.

Islam 
Muslims believe that their religion, founded in the early 

seventh century, is the restoration of  the original religion of  
Abraham (Judaism) through the Prophet Muhammad. It is 
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the second largest religion after Christianity with approxi-
mately one billion believers, primarily in the Middle East, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Africa, China, Indonesia, Central 
Asia, and India, although many adherents can be found in 
Europe and the Western Hemisphere as well. There are two 
main divisions within Islam: The Sunnis are followers of  the 
political successors of  Muhammad. The Shiites are followers 
of  Muhammad’s family successors, Iman Ali and others, all 
of  whom were martyred at an early age. The major scripture 
is the Qur’an.

The primary goal of  Islam is to enjoy eternal spiritual life 
in heaven with Allah (God). Heaven is a paradise in which all 
the joys and pleasures abound, and man is the noblest cre-
ation of  God, ranking above the angels. To attain this state, 
Muslims believe that they must observe the virtues of  truth-
fulness, temperance, and humility before God, and that the 
practices of  fasting, pilgrimage, prayer, charity, and acts of  
altruism to the Muslim community—and other creatures of  
God—are most necessary to please Allah.

In the Qur’an, it was explained that while Judaism and 
Christianity also had prophets who revealed the truth, Mu-
hammad was the latest prophet who proclaimed the truth 
to humanity. One of  Muhammad’s major biblical functions 
was to try to convince other tribes that there was but one 
God, Allah, and that Muhammad was God’s prophet. He 
drew up a constitution for his people, who were trying hard 
to unite, and made them into a close-knit fellowship. The 
people had to protect each other against enemies and help 
with other difficulties. Muhammad expected that the Jews 
and the Christians would accept him as the next prophet 
because of  all they hold in common. He was prepared to be 
very patient with his Jewish followers. In Medina, he asked 
his followers to pray facing Jerusalem as Jews do currently, 
and emphasized the common elements of  their traditions. 
When it became clear that the majority of  the Jews had no 
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intention of  calling Muhammad their prophet, and some 
of  the Jews violated the terms of  the agreement they had 
with Muhammad, he demanded that they convert to Islam 
or leave.

In Islam there is a Day of  Judgment, such as in Juda-
ism and Christianity, when Allah judges everyone for their 
deeds and for having followed the precepts of  Islam. Islam’s 
contribution to altruism is its belief  that Allah is goodness 
and its central teaching is that men should help each other. 
One of  the five pillars of  Islamic faith is the obligation of  
charity, zalat, the admonition to aid the less fortunate. The 
Qur’an instructs those who would follow God not only to 
do for others what they would have others do for them but 
to “give in full what is due from you, whether you expect or 
wish to receive full consideration from the other side or not” 
(Templeton 1999: 37). The emphasis on giving and helping 
within the Abrahamic religions is a primary reason prosocial 
behavior is considered a social norm and a moral imperative 
in Western culture.

The Qur’an is filled with messages ordering people to 
behave ethically. Muhammad forbade gambling and intoxi-
cation. Donations and alms to the poor are strong precepts, 
as are kindness, compassion, and caring for one’s neighbors.

“What is the purpose of  being good?” asked Islam schol-
ar Aminah Assilmi. “As a Muslim, I believe that there is 
a God, Creator of  the universe. We should judge what is 
good by what the Creator has said. Good is something 
that changes with time. Islam goes through the relation-
ships between parents and children, brothers and sisters, 
and so on; and these guidelines will never change or be 
outdated. However, the understanding of  Islam by dif-
ferent people may change.” Assilmi noted the unique na-
ture of  the basic value structure of  Islam. “If  we could 
just learn more about these guidelines, we could make 
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the world a better place.” She notes the differences in the 
concept of  altruism from Islam to other religions. “Every 
religion requires you to be kind, but Islam goes down 
to the minutest details. For example, Muslims are sup-
posed to know their neighbors well enough to be able to 
help them out with their problems” (Khan 2003). Koran, 
Sura al-Hashr (The Gathering 59:9), “But those who, be-
fore them, had homes (in Medina) and had adopted the 
Faith, show their affection to such as came to them for 
refuge, and entertain no desire in their hearts for things 
given to them, but give them preference over themselves, 
even though poverty was their own lot. And those saved 
from the covetousness of  their own souls; they are the 
ones who achieve prosperity.“

In Islam it is not considered enough to only have noble 
beliefs and principles. One must work for the economic up-
liftment of  the less fortunate and needy. The Qur’an states 
(The Gathering 59:9) “Those saved from the covetousness 
of  their own souls; they are the ones that achieve prosper-
ity.”12 The Qur’an also says (The Gathering 39): “So give 
the kinsman his due, and to the needy, and to the wayfarer. 
That is best for those who seek the favor of  Allah, and it is 
they who prosper.” In this verse the Qur’an uses the Arabic 
word which means “present” instead of  “give,” indicating 
that when a Muslim gives charity to his poor brother, he is 
not doing a favor but rather discharging the obligation he 
owes him-returning to him what is his due. According to the 
Prophet Muhammad, if  the right hand gives charity, the left 
hand should not know to whom he gives. Islam requires that 
not only should the material needs of  the poor be fulfilled, 
but also that their dignity be maintained.

Kindness is another very important attribute of  the Is-
lamic religion. Muhammad said, “God is kind and loves 
kindness in all things.” He also said, “God is kind and loves 
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kindness, and grants kindness but is most granted to harsh-
ness, and what is not granted to anything else.” He also said, 
“Anything is beautiful by the inclusion of  kindness and is 
marred by its lack” (Cleary 2001: 130).

Buddhism 
Buddhism is about 2,500 years old and is based on the 

teachings of  Gautama Siddhartha Buddha. The main goal 
of  Buddhism is to attain nirvana, which is defined as the end 
of  change and the end of  birth and rebirth. One can reach 
nirvana through various practices, including meditation, 
leading a moral life, and detaching oneself  from possessions 
and the struggle for wealth.

Buddha adapted the Vedic and Brahmanic concepts of  
rebirth and dependent origination. According to these the-
ories, the next life is dependent upon the good and bad that 
one does in the present. In order to leave behind the cycle 
of  death and rebirth, and thus also leave behind suffering, 
one must follow the precepts of  Buddhism. In Buddhism the 
causes of  suffering include the force of  desire. Cessation of  
suffering comes from completely giving up the desires that 
lead to suffering; only after detaching ourselves from de-
sire can we end the cycle of  birth, pain, and rebirth. There 
are eight paths that one can follow to end suffering: right 
thought/aim; right speech; right action; right livelihood/oc-
cupation; right effort/endeavor; right mindfulness—which 
includes caring, love, and right meditation. Another very 
important step is to give love and show compassion toward 
other creatures.

There are at least two major sects in Buddhism: Mahaya-
na and Theravada. Mahayana Buddhists emphasize the ide-
al of  the unselfish bodhisattva, a living being committed to 
awakening. The bodhisattvas, because of  their compassion 
for suffering beings, have delayed entering Nirvana even 
though they are capable of  reaching enlightenment. The 
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bodhisattva remains instead in this world to help others at-
tain enlightenment.

Buddhism views altruism as an expression of  one’s 
awakening to one’s true self  and explains that it stems from 
compassion, appreciation, and a sense of  interconnection. 
Buddhism encourages a holistic view of  self, a view that tran-
scends selfishness. Robert Ruffner Chilton (1992) notes that 
the essence of  Buddhism, according to the Dalai Lama, con-
sists of  loving kindness and compassion; these are the two 
cornerstones upon which all of  Buddhism rests. The core of  
Buddhist doctrine is to practice altruism: one should refrain 
from harming others and help others whenever possible. The 
most important practice is the lojong tradition (mind training), 
which implies ethical behavior on psychological grounds and 
accounts for why bodhisattvas act for the benefit of  others 
and abstain from self-cherishing.

In Tibet, an Indian known as Atisa (980–1054) was in-
volved in lojong instruction. Atisa traveled through parts of  
Southeast Asia including Sumatra, where Mahayana Bud-
dhism—under the patronage of  the Sailindra Empire—
was introduced. Much of  the teachings of  Atisa focused on 
generating bodhicitta, which means an equal exchange of  
oneself  in others. Atisa said, “Whenever I meet a person of  
bad nature who is overwhelmed by the negative energy and 
intense suffering, I will hold such a rare one dear and as if  I 
found a precious treasure” (Geshe Tsultrim Gyeltsam quoted 
in Chilton 1992: 12).

The practice of  bodhicitta is simply letting go of  the feel-
ing of  indifference toward others and maintaining a sincere 
and loving mind towards all (Chilton 1992: 14). His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama said the bodhicitta is the ultimate state of  
mind that will allow us to accomplish our own welfare as well 
as the welfare of  all other sentient beings (Chilton 1992: 15).

According to Chilton, there are five steps in generating 
bodhicitta by way of  practices that equalize the exchange:
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1. Viewing the equality between oneself  and others 
2. Contemplating the faults of  self-cherishing 
3. Contemplating the advantage of  cherishing others 
4. Exchanging oneself  for others 
5. Engaging in the practice of  giving and taking

Thus, the essential spirit of  altruism in these lojong teach-
ings can be summarized as recognizing that self-concern is 
a true enemy of  others’ happiness and that others are true 
friends, worthy of  our concern (Chilton 1992: 34).

Self-cherishing is one of  the problems in the world today, 
by which we mean that a person looks out for “number one” 
and is not concerned with “the other.” By cherishing anoth-
er you are benefiting from it, and that may result in being 
cherished yourself. Having perceived emptiness, as compas-
sion arises, there is no self  or other. When there is no self  or 
other, you will bring about the well being of  all living beings 
(Chilton 1992: 24).

The Buddha, as he was about to die, was questioned by 
some of  his students. They were concerned that after the 
master’s death, people might begin propounding doctrines 
that had not been spoken by the Buddha himself, and these 
people might tell others that these doctrines were the actual 
words of  Buddha. In reply, the Buddha told them “Whatever 
is well spoken is the word of  the Buddha.” If  teaching results 
in greater peace, compassion, and happiness, and if  it leads 
to a lessening of  negative emotions, then it can be safely ad-
opted and practiced as dharma, no matter who originally 
propounded it.

The Dalai Lama’s contribution toward the promotion of  
global peace was formally recognized in 1989, when he won 
the Nobel Peace Prize. According to the Nobel Committee, 
he “consistently has opposed the use of  violence...and ad-
vocated peaceful solutions based upon tolerance and mu-
tual respect in order to preserve the historical and cultural 
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heritage of  his people” (Dalai Lama 1989). The Dalai Lama 
exhibits his love of  humanity and warmth. He does not 
speak bitterly against the Chinese who continue to oppress 
Tibet, his homeland. Instead, he stresses a positive focus on 
human rights and the preservation of  Tibetan cultural val-
ues. He has a great desire and need not only to hold onto 
faith and spirituality but also to seek truth. He believes that 
truth leads to understanding, inspiration, and a full libera-
tion from ignorance and the suffering that we impose upon 
each other; these in turn will help bring about world peace. 
Buddhists believe that suffering can then cease and that last-
ing peace can be achieved—both peace of  mind and peace 
in the world. “The path to such peace,” the Dalai Lama says, 
“begins with the development of  a calm abiding.” He be-
lieves people need to have faith that they can achieve a more 
enlightened state of  existence, even when the material world 
seems to deny such a possibility. There must be an ongoing 
interaction between reason and faith, between analysis and 
the growing conviction that one can find ways to live for the 
betterment of  all human beings.

The Dalai Lama also maintains that there is another as-
pect of  spiritual wholeness—compassionate action. Just as 
reason and faith interact to enhance conviction, so too do 
reflection and action interact to determine our spiritual faith. 
He further maintains that all religious thought points toward 
loving kindness and compassionate action. We must not be-
lieve that we are isolated, totally independent actors in this 
world. Rather, it is important that we keep our interdepen-
dence in mind, and remember that we are woven together 
by spiritual life. If  we can maintain faith and conviction that 
such an understanding is the foundation on which we build 
our lives, then we must treat all human beings and other liv-
ing things with respect and love. We may not succeed, but it 
is important to try our best. Then we will have at least made 
an attempt to form a better human society.
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The Dalai Lama says that all the religious faiths, despite 
their philosophical differences, share an emphasis on human 
improvement, love and respect for others, and compassion. 
Prejudice and intolerance are afflictions of  human society. 
When altruism is practiced, we are not angry at our enemies 
but are kind to them. When we are altruistic, we not only have 
inner happiness but can work toward social understanding, 
cooperation, unity, and harmony. Buddhism has historically 
sought a solution to suffering in inner transformation and a 
corresponding commitment to the highest ethical ideals, un-
like science, which has sought a solution through knowledge 
(Davidson and Harrington 2002).

Kenneth Liberman (1985) concludes that the Tibetan 
people have developed a cultural praxis for the generation of  
altruism which operates on a mass scale and which is sound-
ly based on a philosophical logic. In the Tibetan system of  
bodhicitta thought training, epistemology interacts with eth-
ical practices: “method” and “wisdom” mutually affect each 
other. Just as one is said to be incapable of  achieving en-
lightenment through altruistic compassion alone, it is held 
to be impossible to attain Buddhahood with only wisdom. 
Compassion and wisdom are mutually influential conscious-
nesses. Each augments, activates, and sets the tone for the 
other at every stage of  the path. Bodhicitta is the seed for 
all higher mental and spiritual development. In this fashion, 
the Tibetans undertake ethical training that is philosophi-
cal, and conduct philosophical investigations that are ethi-
cal, in their orientation and their consequences (Liberman 
1985: 125). Meditation is another attribute of  Buddhism. 
Some perceive that meditation is a form of  self-absorption, 
an Eastern relaxation technique. But some scholars feel that 
meditation is “better considered as a powerful means of  
engaging a universal psychological process, that of  shifting 
one’s preoccupation with self  to a sense of  interconnect-
edness with others.” Jean Kristeller and Thomas Johnson 
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(Kristeller and Johnson 2005) compare the Buddhist tradi-
tion of  loving kindness meditation, Judeo-Christian means 
of  cultivating compassion and altruistic behavior, and the 
resurgent Catholic interest in contemplative prayer; all stress 
this idea of  interconnectedness (Kristeller and Johnson, in 
press: 18–19). In effect, all religious traditions seek to encour-
age what Kristeller and Johnson term “a universal capacity 
for altruistic experience, love, and compassion” (2).

However, Catholic scholar Mathew Fox sees some differ-
ences between Buddhism and the Judeo-Christian traditions:

Buddhism is explicit about compassion, for example, al-
though I think that the Jewish and Christian traditions 
are more explicit about justice—but justice is a part of  
compassion. The Western prophets bring a kind of  mor-
al outrage, what I call “holy impatience,” whereas the 
East brings serenity and an emphasis on patience. I think 
there’s a time for both, but I think we are in a time now 
of  holy impatience. (Van Gelder 2006: 22)

Hinduism 
Hinduism is considered to be the oldest organized reli-

gion in the world. Hindus accept other religions with respect 
and do not look down on them. Hinduism teaches that all 
reality is ultimately one, in being and in function. Thus, if  all 
are one, then the only way to treat others is with agape, re-
spect, kindness, justice, and compassion. In a Hindu context, 
agape is the byproduct of  bhakti yoga, which is the realization 
of  God through love—compassionate love is the highest ve-
hicle to union with God. Agape follows as a natural expres-
sion of  purifying one’s motives and being of  service. In pur-
suing God, one becomes more like God, and agape follows 
as a natural result.

There are a number of  gods in Hinduism; the supreme 
one being Brahman, creator of  the world. Unlike Christianity 
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or Judaism, many of  the gods are personalized and have hu-
man characteristics. The largest percentage of  Hindus wor-
ship three main gods: Brahman; Vishnu, the savior; and Shi-
va, the destroyer and restorer.

Hindus believe that the creation of  the world is a contin-
uous process and is not finished. The world is a living entity 
with human beings reincarnated into various stages in life, 
depending upon their deeds in previous lives. A complex re-
ligion, Hinduism seeks answers to questions about the mean-
ing of  life and about aspects of  living a moral and ethical life. 
Hindus seeking to live a good life have several goals. They 
should participate in the good life and material goods can be 
important—but while one is making a living, one should not 
strive to accumulate wealth for its own sake. Each person has 
an important obligation to himself  and to society to help all 
living things. Hindu teachings emphasize the idea of  moral 
duty; selfishness is frowned upon, while selflessness is perhaps 
the most important moral precept.

The ideas of  justice, caring, and nonviolence were em-
phasized in the Hindu religion by Rama Krishna (Ross and 
Hills 1956: 42), who is considered by some to be the reincar-
nation of  the supreme Lord Vishnu (Ross and Hills 1956: 
44). Rama Krishna attempted to combine the great spiritual 
values of  Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity. He is remem-
bered as one who sought the unity of  all religions. One of  
the main values of  Hinduism is peace, and its most famous 
representative among Hindus is Mahatma Gandhi, who was 
known worldwide as an advocate of  peace and nonviolence. 
In fact, in the areas of  human rights and social activism, 
there is no greater moral exemplar than Mahatma Gandhi. 
Gandhi’s persistent passive resistance helped liberate India 
from years of  oppression, and his Satyagraha (“truth-force”), 
acts of  nonviolent resistance in the service of  moral truth, 
were among the most influential events of  the twentieth cen-
tury. In 1948, India gained its independence largely through 
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nonviolent resistance. Gandhi’s ideology of  nonviolent resis-
tance on behalf  of  freedom and human dignity is his most 
durable legacy. Martin Luther King, Jr., employed Gandhi’s 
techniques to change the face of  a segregated nation. Like-
wise, Nelson Mandela inspired South Africans to work per-
sistently against centuries of  racism, terrorism, and oppres-
sion in that country and on the African continent. Both of  
these men saved lives and gained freedom for their oppressed 
people. Gandhi’s philosophy has been planted in the minds 
of  people all over the world and is perhaps the most power-
ful and inspirational force in modern history. The following 
statement by Gandhi offers us deep insight into his world-
view: “Mankind is one, seeing that all are equally subject to 
the moral law. All men are equal in God’s eyes. There are, 
of  course, differences of  race and status and the like, but the 
higher the status of  a man, the greater is his responsibility” 
(Brinkley 1999).

Gandhi did not believe in the doctrine of  the greatest good 
for the greatest number. He felt that the only real, dignified, 
human doctrine is the greatest good for all (Shepard 1987). 
When all his arguments in favor of  the moral path proved fu-
tile, his answer was to voluntarily invite suffering in his own 
body to open the eyes of  those determined not to see the light. 
Gandhi’s perseverance and influence have been far reaching, 
and his life and death have touched and inspired some of  
the world’s most influential spiritual leaders who continue to 
spread messages of  nonviolent disobedience, affecting social 
change through empathy, compassion, inspiration, and love.

Theodore M. Ludwig (1996) notes that Hinduism, unlike 
Christianity and Islam, does not appear to be a missionary 
religion. The fundamental belief  of  Hinduism is that there are 
many spiritual paths appropriate to different people, depen-
dent upon their own path, past karma, and spiritual perfec-
tion, and the idea of  converting others to Hinduism does not 
fit this concept at all.
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Hindu sages classify their values into four groups: phys-
ical, economic, moral, and spiritual. The final destiny of  
Hinduism is, as in Buddhism, union with the supreme god. 
Hindus believe in reincarnation, being held accountable for 
one’s deeds (karma), and depending on those deeds; that is, 
if  they are moral, just, and compassionate, their reward is a 
higher status upon rebirth. Thus, altruistic behavior is direct-
ly rewarded.

Taoism
Taoism began about 2,500 years ago in China. The Tao 

Te Ching (or Book of  Reason and Virtue) is the shortest of  
all scriptures, containing only 5,000 words. The primary 
goal of  Taoism may be described as realizing the mystical 
intuition of  the Tao, which is the way, the undivided unity, 
and the ultimate reality. Tao is the natural way of  all things, 
the nameless beginning of  heaven and earth, and the mother 
of  all things. All things depend upon the Tao, and all things 
return to it. Yet it lies hidden, transmitting its power and per-
fection to all things. He who has realized the Tao has arrived 
at pure consciousness and sees the inner truth of  everything. 
Only one who is free of  desire can apprehend the Tao, there-
after leading a life of  “actionless activity.” There is no per-
sonal god in Taoism and thus no union with a god. There is 
a strong ethic of  caring for others.

According to Ross and Hills, Lao Tse, founder of  Tao-
ism, lived in China about 600 BCE, and the world would be 
poorer without him. He taught that “the world moves ac-
cording to a divine pattern, which is reflected in the rhyth-
mic and orderly movements of  nature. The sum of  wisdom 
and of  happiness for man is that he adjust himself  to this 
order and himself  reflect the way the world moves. You seek 
wisdom, goodness, and contentment. In the ways you are 
trying to attain them, you are blind and foolish. Can you 
not see that wisdom is trust, goodness is acceptance, and 
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contentment is simplicity? This is the way of  the world” 
(Ross and Hills 1956: 76).

“Tao” means “way” or “way to go,” or possibly as “na-
ture” or “way of  nature.” The Tao is the source of  all cre-
ated things, even the Chinese gods. It existed before there 
was any universe. Rise and fall, flow and ebb, existence and 
decay, the Tao simply operates. The early Taoists frequently 
referred to a past “Golden Age,” when men lived in peace 
and harmony because they were free from artificiality and 
were simple. The “Man of  Tao is described by them:

He is cautious, like one who crosses a stream in winter;
He is hesitating, like one who fears his neighbors;
He is modest, like one who is a guest; 
He is yielding, like ice that is going to melt.
           (Ross and Hills 1956: 80)

It is this person who sees that his true welfare is good for 
all men. The good for all men is his good, too. This is what 
Lao Tse meant by loving. The man of  Tao trusts the world, 
and the world can be entrusted to him.

Taoism is the indigenous religion of  China and may be 
defined as the Chinese philosophical and religious tradition 
dedicated to achieving harmony with salutary forces inher-
ent in the cosmos. Taoism teaches how to live life wisely, have 
a quiet mind, and detach oneself  from self-serving motives 
and senseless activity. The avoidance of  conflict allows ac-
tions of  agape and charity to spontaneously flow through be-
lievers. The hope of  attaining immortality for the masses not 
adept in the practices of  Taoism lies in merit—doing good 
works such as building roads, performing acts of  charity, and 
extending compassion to living things.

In some ways Taoism appears to be the opposite of  Con-
fucianism. Confucianism seeks to perfect men and women 
in the world. Taoism tries to turn away from society to the 
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contemplation of  nature, seeking fulfillment in the sponta-
neous. The Tao, metaphysical absolute, appears to have been 
a philosophical transformation of  an earlier personal God. 
Taoism is not just a passive contemplation, rather it serves 
a later generation of  religious-minded thinkers anxious to 
transcend the limited conditions of  human existence. “Their 
ambition was to ‘steal the secret of  Heaven and Earth, to 
wrench from it the mystery of  life itself, in order to fulfill 
their desire for immortality” (Beaver et al 1982: 251). Taoism 
can be distinguished from Confucianism in that its goal is 
the quest for freedom. For some it was freedom from politi-
cal and social constraints of  the emerging Confucian state, 
while for others it was a more profound search for immortal-
ity. The Tao was the sum total of  all things, which are and 
which change, for change itself  was a very important part of  
the Taoist view of  reality. “The Tao is complete, all embrac-
ing, the whole; these are different names for the same reality 
denoting the One” (Beaver et al. 1982: 252). Lao Tse says, 
“The ways of  men are conditioned by those of  Heaven, the 
ways of  Heaven by those of  the Tao, and the Tao came into 
being by itself. The Tao is therefore the principle of  the uni-
verse and is also a pattern for human behavior, often called 
uncontrived action” (Beaver et al 1982: 252).

Because as the Taoist tradition values self-perfection as 
an imperative, many critics thought it was useless when try-
ing to help others. But Lao Tse counseled against just such 
an attitude, warning “One who cultivates himself  while ne-
glecting others has lost sight” of  the path. He said, “The sage 
is always adept at saving others, so that no one is rejected, 
and is always adept at saving things, so that nothing is aban-
doned” (Kirkland 1986: 22). Taoists had lived in the hope of  
a savior who would come to redress the evils of  the world. 
However, as noted by Russell Kirkland, Taoists soon realized 
that “if  one waits for someone else to save the world, the 
task will never be accomplished. Hence the Taoist religion 



Samuel P. Oliner

212

enjoined its adherents to take aiding others and assisting in 
edification as their ambition” (Kirkland 1986: 22).

Confucianism 
Confucius, the founding sage of  Confucianism, was born 

in 551 BCE and died in 479 BCE. He was a contemporary 
of  Lao Tse, the founder of  Taoism. One important source of  
its major beliefs is the Analects (ca. 500 BCE) compiled by 
the students of  Confucius after his death (Confucius c. 500 
BCE). Because it was not written as a philosophy, it contains 
frequent contradictions and is therefore somewhat ambig-
uous. Besides the Analects, there is the Doctrine of  Means, 
Great Learning, and the writings of  Mencius, all of  which 
are regarded as sacred texts.

The primary goal of  Confucianism is to create true mo-
bility through proper education and the inculcation of  the 
Confucian virtues. It attempts to formulate an expanded 
definition of  self  “until it encompasses all others” (Czíksz-
entmihályi 2005: 184). Confucianism is described as a re-
turn to the ways of  one’s ancestors; the classics are studied 
to discover the ancient ways of  virtues. Ethics are important, 
as is social propriety, especially the principle of  reciprocal 
propriety in the five relationships; that is, in the relationships 
between ruler and subject, father and son, husband and wife, 
older brother and younger brother, and friend and friend. 
These reciprocal relationships are important because they 
help sustain the moral order of  the society. There is a be-
lief  in the supreme ruler in Heaven as the ethical principle, 
whose law is order, impersonal and yet interested in all hu-
mankind. Confucianism offers the “Silver Rule”: “What you 
do not want done to yourself, do not do to others” (Hume 
1959: 121). Similar statements in Judaism and Christianity 
tend to take the positive, or “Golden Rule” form.

Confucianism’s ethical teachings include Li (ritual, pro-
priety, etiquette), Hsiao (love within the family; parent for 
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children, children for parents, siblings), Yi (righteousness), 
Xin (honesty and trustworthiness), Jen (benevolence, human-
ity towards others; the highest Confucian virtue), and Chung 
(loyalty to the state). Confucian morality emphasizes the hi-
erarchical structure of  social relationships. As such, the so-
cial context determines what is morally proper. Discipline 
in the Chinese classroom does not come downward from a 
harsh teacher to submissive students but rather goes upward 
from respectful students to an admired teacher. There is a 
combination of  high motivation and a strong sense of  coop-
eration that exists in the absence of  any externally imposed 
constraints. Education flowers easily in such an environment. 
This is possibly one of  the chief  differences between East 
and West: in the West we struggle for freedom and individ-
ual expression, which inevitably results in competition and 
feelings of  alienation.

In traditional China, the struggle for selfless consideration 
of  others (Confucian humanism) and collective achievement 
often results in strong feelings of  identity at home, at work, 
and in the classroom. The Confucian principles are best ex-
emplified by the concepts of  Yi, the principle of  reciprocity, 
and Chung-shu, conscientious altruism expressed by empathy 
and moderation (Ziniewicz 1996). The Confucian concepts 
of  virtue, goodness, charity, and love are integrated into an 
ideal of  love that finds that all forms of  love are one and the 
same; the more we love one another, the more we are capa-
ble of  loving one another.

As one major distinction between Western and Eastern 
religions is the difference in defining self, so is there a major 
distinction in addressing the concept of  altruism. In Confu-
cianism, the concept of  altruism can be described as “im-
partial caring.” As Czíkszentmihályi describes it, “goodness 
is defined at the level of  the society as a whole, not in terms 
of  the individual or the clan... [and] the moral rightness 
of  an act is determined solely by the goodness of  the act’s 
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consequences” (Czíkszentmihályi 2005: 181). Czíkszentmi-
hályi introduces Mozi, a Chinese philosopher (470 BCE-390 
BCE), whose ideology displayed a clear preference for altru-
istic behavior. The collective good underlies it all, and there 
is not much separating the idea that, “One must treat one’s 
friend’s parent as if  he or she were one’s own; one must treat 
one’s friend’s body as if  it were one’s own.” Mozi continues, 
“If  it were truly the case that the people of  the world cared 
for each other impartially, then one would care for others 
(ren) as one cares about one’s own self  (shen)” (Czíkszentmi-
hályi 2005: 182).

Confucianist thought on altruism points out the tension 
between intention and consequence. Some Confucianist 
thinking focuses on consequence, other passages focus on 
intentions. This raises the question: Should an action that 
has good consequences for others, but is undertaken for the 
wrong reasons, be considered good? It is easy to get tied up 
in philosophical knots when we address altruism, considering 
the subjectivity that such an examination inevitably involves.

Native American Traditions
The native people of  the North American continent are 

composed of  hundreds of  tribes that share many spiritual 
ideas. Their traditions are not a religion in the Western sense 
(Jack Forbes, quoted in Weaver 1998: ix-x), but it has been 
observed that for the indigenous people of  the Americas, re-
ligion is

The Native American religious tradition is not similar to 
Christianity or Islam. There is no belief  in proselytizing. 
Rather, one tribe has its instruction from the Creator and 
respects the fact that other tribes have their instructions 
as well. There is no need for one group to convert anoth-
er group, thus Native American religious traditions are 
pluralistic. There is no religious conflict among tribes. 
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But what is found to be almost universal among the many 
hundreds of  Northern American tribes is a common 
belief  in something that is termed Usen, which loosely 
translates to “holy spirit” or “creator.” Chief  Seattle of  
the Suwamish Tribe tried to explain this in a letter to 
President Franklin Pierce in 1854: “Whatever befalls the 
earth befalls the sons of  the earth. Man did not weave 
the web of  life; he is merely a strand in it. Whatever he 
does to the web, he does to himself.”

Joseph Marshall (2001) explains that life demands much 
from Native Americans. “We are all called upon to make 
sacrifices for ourselves and more often for others” (Marshall 
2001: 105). In Native American traditions, acts are equally 
important, whether small or large:

We may not wake up to a war in our residential neigh-
borhood, or find ourselves caught up in social or political 
upheaval, but some measure of  sacrifice is often neces-
sary nonetheless; such as parents working two jobs to en-
able their children’s dreams, whether it’s a college educa-
tion or a pair of  Nikes for basketball.... The acts are the 
gift of  self  (Marshall 2001: 106).

Native Americans find altruistic acts important. Courage 
and sacrifice and everyday examples of  thoughtfulness are 
signs of  being in balance, and those acts serve as examples 
for the rest of  us:

Sacrifices come in all shapes and for every reason un-
der the sun, and there are times when we can be un-
aware that someone has made one for us or because of  
us. Tough and extraordinary circumstances will always 
bring extraordinary individuals to the top with their acts 
of  selfless courage and sacrifice. History has its crazy 
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horses, spotted tails, and buffalo calf  roads. We will never 
forget their deeds or their sacrifices. Ordinary, everyday 
people also make sacrifices and remind us that it is within 
human nature to do so. We stand and offer our seats on 
the bus or the subway, or we step back to let someone 
ahead of  us in line. We help the elderly travelers near 
us in line carry their bags.... These are simple acts, but 
they can give us all a sense of  dignity and an example to 
follow. (Marshall 2001: 108–9). 

Native American Studies scholar Martin Brokenleg 
(1999) says that altruism is inborn and that the rudiments of  
empathy are apparent even in a newborn. An apology to one 
we have offended can be a form of  generosity, because such 
an act places the offender in a position of  humility. More 
powerful is the generosity of  forgiveness extended to those 
who have hurt us. The less the offender deserves it, the great-
er the gift. Such generosity heals hurts and hatred. Mitakuye 
oyasin means “for all my relations” in Lakota Sioux. It is a 
prayer of  harmony with all forms of  life: other people, ani-
mals, trees and plants, and even rocks. Most Indians hear this 
phrase thousands of  times a year in native ceremonies, and 
for many the phrase seems to be a liturgical blessing that in-
cludes all other forms of  life in human ceremonial activities.

Dennis McPherson cites the observations of  Christopher 
Columbus in 1492:

[The native people) are so ingenuous and free with all 
they have, that no one would believe it who has not seen 
it; of  anything that they possess, if  it be asked of  them, 
they never say no; on the contrary, they invite you to 
share it and show as much love as if  their hearts went 
with it, and they are content with whatever trifle be given 
them, whether it be a thing of  value or of  petty worth. 
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I forbade that they be given things so worthless as bro-
ken crockery and of  green glass and lacepoints, although 
when they could get them, they thought they had the best 
jewel in the world (McPherson 1998: 79–80).

Another foreigner, Jesuit Paul Lejeune, writing a report 
in 1632, refers to the Huron people in what is now Quebec 
as “savages,” but still notes that they do have some “rather 
noble moral virtues.” Their selfless hospitality particularly 
struck LeJeune:

...their hospitality toward all kinds of  strangers is re-
markable; they present to them, in their feasts, the best 
of  what they have prepared, and, as I have already said, 
I do not know if  anything similar, in this regard, is to 
be found anywhere. They never close the door upon a 
stranger, and once having received him into their houses, 
they share with him the best they have; they never send 
him away, and when he goes away of  his own accord, 
he repays them with a simple “thank you” (quoted in 
McPherson 1998: 80).

Historian Robert Bremner noted that the first Amer-
ican “philanthropists” came from Native American tribes. 
Although there are only Western records of  early contact 
between Europeans and Native Americans, they describe the 
interconnectedness of  tribal members. The Blackfeet tribe 
based their religion and philosophy on sharing, giving, and 
receiving. Some tribes engaged in a regular philanthropic 
ceremony where individuals gave away their possessions to 
others. Although only a few tribes had specific philanthropic 
ceremonies, the underlying values of  giving and sharing are 
universal to America’s native peoples (Bowden 2006).

As the contemporary Native American poet Chrystos 
(1991) sums up in her poem, “Shame On”:
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... We’ve been polite for five hundred years
 and you still don’t get it
 Take nothing you cannot return
 Give to others, give more 
 Walk quietly
 Do what needs to be done
 Give thanks for your life
 Respect all beings
 Simple
       And it doesn’t cost a penny... 

Commonality Among World Religions 

“Truth is One-Paths are Many” 

Of  the several religious traditions discussed in this chap-
ter, two of  the oldest are Hinduism and Judaism, both ap-
proximately 4,000 years old. During thousands of  years of  
human history, people searched for God for many reasons, 
resulting in a great diversity of  religious expressions. Most 
of  the religious prophets and philosophers reached the same 
truth—often it is only the language in which it is uttered that 
differs. All the traditions reviewed teach morality, reverence 
for truth, honesty, justice, dignity, freedom, and brotherhood. 
Thomas Oord’s (2008) edited volume addresses the impor-
tance of  love in both ancient and contemporary religions. 
Most contributors in the book see love as an important com-
ponent of  altruistic behavior. The fact that religions teach 
peace and love remains true despite the many wars and the 
terrible cruelty committed at times in our history among and 
between religious groups. There is no doubt that much blood 
has been shed in the name of  religion.

Most religions contain three basic elements: philosophy, 
mythology, and rituals. Reviewing the various religious tra-
ditions, we find that they have in common a basic ethical 
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behavior in the brotherhood of  all people and in the idea 
of  love for others. It is also true that sometimes these ethi-
cal ideals are not practical. The major differences are found 
mainly in rituals, and these differences may be due to the 
fact that religions developed in different places, within dif-
ferent cultural settings. Thus you have some religions that 
question birth control, how many wives a man should have, 
whether divorce should be permissible, and so forth. Robert 
E. Hume, in his book The World’s Living Religions (1959), looks 
at the major religious traditions in the world and makes some 
notable comparisons. Hume sees many similarities between 
Christianity, Buddhism, and other faiths. All emphasize a 
moral and ethical life. Christianity emphasizes morality, link-
ing it to the character of  God. Buddhism also links its moral 
framework to a universal god. Both Christianity and Bud-
dhism condemn selfishness, which seems to be responsible 
for so much human misery. Christianity says that the cure for 
human misery is positive love for others. Both religions teach 
the possibility and importance of  salvation, and both have 
produced monastic institutions. Although many religious 
traditions stress the underlying equality of  all human beings 
in their teachings, Hume sees a particular focus on equality 
in Buddhism. It puts emphasis on a person’s inner attitude, 
as well as containing a certain noble earnestness in its ethics. 
Renunciation, conditional salvation, successful repudiation 
of  the caste system, a major attribute of  the Hindu tradition, 
differentiate Buddhism from Hinduism.

Within Confucianism one must compensate injury with 
justice, just as kindness repays kindness. On the other hand, 
in Taoism, as in Christianity, one forgives the harm-doer, im-
plying that we must treat others better than they deserve. 
There is no quid pro quo in human relations. Other similarities 
include the fact that there is a Supreme Being and a claim 
of  divine incarnation. There is also a claim of  the super-
natural origin of  the founder, as well as a belief  in divine 
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revelation. Hume writes that within Hinduism, we find “the 
immanence of  the divine in the world; human society, a di-
vinely ordained structure; union with the divine, the goal of  
existence.” In Buddhism, we see “selfishness as the root of  
misery; salvation through inner purity and self-discipline. 
Confucianism sees “the essential goodness of  human nature 
as divinely implanted; religion as exercised in proper social 
relationships.” In Taoism, religion is “exercised in humbly 
following the serene divine ‘Way.” In Judaism, “Superlative 
satisfaction [is] to be obtained through obedience to a God 
of  righteousness,” while in Islam, that satisfaction “is to be 
obtained through submission to an omnipotent God, who 
is not only a sovereign, but also a judge and a rewarder” 
(Hume 1959: 273-274).

All of  these traditions make claims to being based upon 
divinely inspired scriptures or the ideas that informed their 
recording. In Hinduism there are the Vedas or “Books of  
Knowledge.” In Buddhism, there is the Tripitaka or “Three 
Baskets” of  teachings. Confucianism has The Five Classics 
and The Four Books. Judaism claims a divinely inspired 
“Law,” “Prophets,” and the “Sacred Writings.” Islam has 
the Qur’an or “The Reading” or “The Recital.” Christianity 
claims the Bible or “The Book” (Hume 1959: 275). In many 
of  the traditional faiths, there are reports of  miracles appear-
ing, and the Golden Rule prevails.

Shah (1994) compares Indian and Western religions; 
Western religions tend to see the universe as a creation, while 
Indians look at the universe as an ongoing, cyclical process. 
Western religions have one absolute God, and the existence 
of  God is proved through direct communication with Him. 
Indian religions tend to think in terms of  receiving libera-
tion or God’s grace through experience on many paths, ac-
cording to their understanding, temperament, and maturity; 
God is pure love and consciousness. In the West, there tends 
to be one true path to God; in Indian religions, man is on 
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a progressive path that leads from ignorance to knowledge, 
from death to immortality. For Western religions, evil is a 
real, living force opposed to God’s will, but in Indian reli-
gions there is no intrinsic evil.

Human values and conduct are viewed similarly in some 
ways. Western religions tend to be based on ethical and mor-
al conduct, for the opposite leads one away from God. Indi-
an religions also stress moral living, and in both the virtuous 
life is upheld as central. Salvation in the West comes at the 
end of  the world, at the end of  time, and has nothing to do 
with enlightenment. For the Indian religions, the goals of  en-
lightenment and liberation are to be found in this life, within 
the context of  time and within man himself. Saintly behavior 
in the West is based on good works, but in the East, it is based 
on moral ideals.

We should note here that not only religious background 
motivates altruistic behavior; altruistic behaviors found in 
cultures around the world are also motivated by identifica-
tion with a definite moral community. According to Yablo 
(1980), there is a clear difference in the manner that Thais 
and Americans approach altruism; Thais showed a greater 
altruistic orientation than people in the United States. Thai 
behaviors were associated with charity and service work, and 
helping in ways that do not necessarily require wealth, yet 
require some degree of  constant commitment over time. 
American subjects appear to most often offer help in ways 
associated with wealth or possessions. Thais also seem to 
donate more frequently to charities than American subjects. 
Although Thais reported that their helping behavior was in-
fluenced by Buddhism to some extent, it was due more to the 
collective nature of  Thai culture than specifically to religion. 
There seemed to be much greater concern among the Thais 
for matters related to the heart, to such emotions as compas-
sion, empathy, and a desire that others suffer less and expe-
rience happiness—all of  which share roots in Thai culture, 
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as well as in the Buddhist doctrine. American subjects rarely 
mentioned religion as a motivating factor for their responses, 
and their responses were very individual. Among American 
subjects, there seemed to be little sense of  belonging to a 
whole. A sense of  alienation is highlighted when compar-
ing the United States to other cultures. There is a pervasive 
sense of  alienation from society in Americans compared to 
Thais. American society’s focus on an individualistic, “look-
ing out for number one” attitude toward others may have 
short-circuited the likelihood of  altruistic helping behavior 
(Yablo 1980: 139).

Reprinted From:  Samuel P. Oliner, Altruism, Intergroup 
Apology, Forgiveness and Reconciliation, Manifestations of  Al-
truism in Different Religious Traditions, (St. Paul MN: Paragan 
House, 2008) 
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Ecumenism of the Deep Well

PAT DEVINE

Down through the ages the Western world has been in-
fluenced by three monotheistic religions considered part of  
the Abrahamic tradition: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 
Judaism is the oldest of  the religions having originated with 
the people of  ancient Israel and Judea, and its teachings 
are embodied in the Torah and other sacred texts. It was 
followed later in the First Century by Christianity, which is 
based on the life of  Jesus of  Nazareth, whose teachings are 
embodied in the New Testament of  the Bible. Lastly, there 
is the religion of  Islam in the 7th Century A.D. which is 
based on the teachings of  the prophet Mohammed and the 
Qur’an, which contains his revelations. These three religions 
have managed to coexist together, for better or for worse, for 
over two thousand years. Each of  them had their own path, 
or their own way to God, which is embodied in their specif-
ic belief  systems, sacred texts, dogmas, rituals, and spiritu-
al practices. Unfortunately, all too often their belief  systems 
have separated them from each other, rather than united 
them in living out related compassionate spiritual callings. 
At their core, the Abrahamic religions, as all the major world 
religions do, have a deep wisdom of  love, caring, compas-
sion, patience, understanding, forgiveness, mercy, generosity 
and justice. The question is:  How do we tap into and share 
this core wisdom in the post-modern world? Is ecumenism 
the answer? If  it is, how do the Abrahamic religions work 
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together in the spirit of  ecumenism with each other? How 
do they relate to religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism? 
How do they relate to indigenous spiritualities such as Native 
American traditions and historic/present pantheism practic-
es?

The word ecumenism comes from a family of  classical 
Greek words: oikos, meaning a “house,” “family,” “people” or 
“nation;” oikoumene, “the whole inhabited world” and oikou-
menikos, “open to or participating in the whole world.” From 
its beginning, it is a word infused with Christian meaning. 
Both Matthew and Luke refer to some form of  oikos or oik-
oumene in their writings. This theme of  unity, however, also is 
referred to in the Hebrew Scriptures, which talk about the 
Hebrew people gathering the disparate tribes into one reli-
gious nation called Israel as a way of  reconciling God’s peo-
ple. Ancient Judaism was based on the unitive idea of  one 
people of  God (Ecumenical movement 2017).

Reaching the unitive state of  oikos has been an elusive 
concept throughout the history of  Christianity. From its 
inception, Christianity was diverse, and it has been a chal-
lenge to create this special home, family, or people centered 
around the life of  Jesus, the Jewish itinerant peasant from the 
Galilee, who travelled the countryside speaking in parables 
about a new way of  living. At the time, different segments 
of  the Jewish community had experienced this Jewish peas-
ant firsthand; they had heard him preaching or witnessed 
his miraculous acts. After his death, they tried to discern the 
meaning of  his life and works and to create a narrative that 
could be incorporated into their lives. What followed was 
not a single narrative but varying interpretations rendered 
by the community regarding the life and works of  Jesus of  
Nazareth.

As the narrative moved beyond Judaism to include gen-
tiles, Christians struggling with the idea of  how to become a 
unitive people was an ongoing process. Various perspectives 
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were debated and eventually a canon of  beliefs was adopted 
and Christianity became a state religion under the Roman 
Emperor Constantine. Later, major schisms and breakaways 
took place, but none were as divisive as the Reformation of  
the 16th Century, which fragmented the Church of  Rome into 
a number of  small Christian sects. It has taken until the 21st 

Century before Christianity could begin to heal the wounds 
inflicted by this tumultuous period in church history.

The early ecumenical movement is a child of  the Refor-
mation. The first ecumenical endeavor involved the organi-
zation of  the overseas missions as well as small church set-
tings. It was not until after the Second World War, in 1948, 
that representatives of  147 Christian churches assembled in 
Amsterdam to form an official organization called the World 
Council of  Churches. The Council became the first official 
body responsible for promoting ecumenism, or Christian 
unity, in the world. The 1948 conclave was the beginning 
of  the modern ecumenical movement. Because of  the ef-
forts of  the World Council of  Churches, there are Christian 
churches on every continent that are working to bring about 
Christian unity (World Council of  Churches, n.d.).

In the decade of  the 1960’s, the ecumenical movement 
became filled with the energy and passion characteristic of  
this period of  great social change in America. Ecumenical 
efforts started out simple and grew. Initially, Catholic and Re-
form clergy began to socialize together. Priests and ministers 
began to educate their parishioners and congregants about a 
new idea called ecumenism. Later, Protestant ministers and 
Catholic priests were invited to give joint lectures about their 
respective traditions and to speak at length about the wor-
ship styles, liturgies and belief  systems associated with each 
tradition. Communities began to sponsor interfaith dinners. 
Interfaith services began to be held. These were all positive 
developments for Christian faith traditions that, a few years 
earlier, had barely tolerated each other.
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In addition to ecumenism evolving in Christian com-
munities, the decade of  the 1960’s was breaking down 
barriers and posing new religious challenges; for example, 
the Anti-War Movement, the Women’s Movement and the 
Environmental Movement to name a few. Americans soon 
saw people dressed in orange robes who called themselves 
Hare Krishna, chanting and dancing at airports and in the 
downtowns of  major US. cities. They heard about a peace-
ful looking man called the Dali Lama who had just lost his 
home in some far away land. They nightly watched on their 
television sets Buddhist monks in crimson robes who were 
setting themselves on fire in protest over the Vietnam War. 
An Eastern group calling themselves Moonies tried to en-
list converts on American city streets. An eastern spiritual 
community settled into life in rural Iowa. The Beatles trav-
eled to the East to visit a spiritual master. An Eastern guru 
opened a commune in rural Oregon. Young women, call-
ing themselves Wiccans, established collectives embracing 
the spirituality of  the Goddess. New groups who worshiped 
nature, calling themselves Pagans, came to the fore. A Zen 
retreat center on the coast of  California became a desired 
destination. Meditation and yoga began to be incorporated 
into the lifestyles of  many Americans. The American Indi-
an Movement along with other Indigenous supporters took 
over Alcatraz one year to draw attention to their movement. 
They wanted their lands back and later they wanted their 
spirituality back as well. Eastern spiritual traditions were be-
coming ever more popular in the West; Indigenous spiritual-
ities were getting noticed in positive ways by popular culture; 
earth based spiritualities were coming to the fore. Where did 
Christian ecumenism fit in with the other Abrahamic tradi-
tions of  Judaism and Islam? Where did it fit in with the East-
ern traditions such as Buddhism and Hinduism? Where did 
it fit in with Native American spirituality as well as with the 
reemerging nature-based spiritualities? To find an answer to 
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these questions, let us look to two sources: Christian Theolo-
gian Matthew Fox and to a leader in the interfaith communi-
ty. 

Fox gives us a new way of  looking at ecumenism in his 
book One River, Many Wells (2000). He introduces the concept 
of  Deep Ecumenism in the following passage:  

There is one underground river—but there are many 
wells into that river: an African well, a Taoist well, a Bud-
dhist well, a Jewish well, a Muslim well, a goddess well, a 
Christian well, and aboriginal wells. Many wells but one 
river. To go down a well is to practice a tradition, but we 
would make a grave mistake (an idolatrous one) if  we 
confused the well itself  with the flowing waters of  the 
underground river. Many wells, one river. That is Deep 
Ecumenism (Fox 2000, p. 5).

According to Fox, Deep Ecumenism is a model not just 
to learn about other traditions but also a model to go deeper 
into one’s own tradition. He quotes the Dali Lama as say-
ing: “the biggest obstacle to interfaith sharing is people’s un-
healthy relationships to their own faith” (Fox, 2000, p. 7). 
Thus, the term Deep Ecumenism, or what one could call 
Ecumenism of  the Deep Well, is a paradigm shift that more 
aptly addresses the religious pluralism of  the present day and 
leads one into the world of  interfaith, which is the practical 
application of  Deep Ecumenism at work in the world.

According to Rev. Will McGarvey, a Presbyterian minis-
ter who heads an Interfaith Council in northern California, 
the dialoguing and mutual sharing that took place between 
the various Christian groups in the decade of  the 1960’s, laid 
the groundwork for the interfaith movement that emerged 
later in the decade of  the 1970’s. The goal of  interfaith work 
is the living out of  shared values as people representing the 
various faith traditions and to speak from these common 
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values, especially in protecting the vulnerable in society 
states Rev. McGarvey (McGarvey, 2018).

Today the religious landscape in the U.S. reflects Chris-
tians, Jews and Muslims joining with the Eastern faith tradi-
tions of  Buddhism and Hinduism, as well as with other tra-
ditions, in the sharing of  core values and in working towards 
establishing relationships based on mutual respect and un-
derstanding. Since the early 1970’s, an interfaith movement 
has grown up. It has progressed from its beginnings, through 
an intermediate phase, and into maturity. Its growth has been 
an exponential blossoming, not only on the national level, 
but on an international level as well. There is now an inter-
faith infrastructure in America that is made up of  networks 
of  interfaith organizations on the regional, state and nation-
al levels. Interfaith settings are diverse and encompass every 
aspect of  life; for example, youth and young adult programs; 
airport, hospital, hospice and nursing home interfaith chap-
laincies; an Interfaith Worker Justice Program; an Interfaith 
Power and Light Program; an Interfaith Democratic Rights 
Program to name a few (The Pluralism Project n.d.-c).

Presently there are many organizations committed to 
advancing interfaith cooperation in the world. However, the 
following two organizations, the United Religions Initiative 
(URI) and the Parliament of  the World’s Religions, stand out 
not only because of  their unique histories and present-day 
endeavors to advance interfaith understanding, but also be-
cause of  their advocacy efforts to bring Native American, 
Wiccan, Neopagan and other spiritualities to the interfaith 
table and to give them a voice (Frey 2012).

The United Religions Initiative (URI) was founded by 
Episcopal Bishop William Swing in San Francisco in 1995. 
At the time when the city was celebrating the 50th anniver-
sary of  the United Nations, Bishop Swing asked the question 
“If  the nations of  the world are working together for peace 
through the UN, then where are the world’s religions?” 
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(United Religions Initiative, n.d.). The answer to this ques-
tion took the form of  the signing of  a UN Charter whereby 
the United Religions Initiative (URI) was born. In addition 
to having official representation at the UN, the URI spon-
sors Cooperation Circles that bring faith traditions together, 
at home and abroad, around local and global initiatives de-
signed to help communities in conflict resolution and rec-
onciliation, environmental sustainability, education, women 
and youth programs, as well as advocacy for human rights 
to name a few (United Religions Initiative 2017, Spring).

 Parliament of  the World’s Religions was birthed one 
hundred years ago in 1893 when the World’s Parliament of  
Religions held its first interfaith conclave at the World’s Fair 
in Chicago, Illinois. At the time, it brought together a di-
verse group of  national and international figures represent-
ing the spiritual traditions of  both the East and the West. 
It was the first gathering of  its kind to take place centered 
around formal interreligious dialogue. One hundred years 
later in 1993 the Parliament returned and is now a major 
voice in promoting the concept of  interfaith understanding 
and cooperation. Today, under the name of  Parliament of  
the World’s Religions, it works to address a variety of  socie-
tal issues; for example, promoting climate action, supporting 
women’s dignity, combating hate on many different levels to 
name a few. It continues its commitment to interreligious 
dialogue by hosting interfaith conclaves every three years in 
some part of  the world (Parliament of  the World’s Religions  
n.d.).

    
Religious Diversity

When one looks at the religious landscape of  mod-
ern-day America, one can see that the paradigm shift to 
Deep Ecumenism is an appropriate one. We have become 
a nation of  many wells. Presently, America is quickly be-
coming a multifaith country. For an understanding of  the 
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present religious landscape in America, let us look to the 
recent studies done by the Pew Research Center.

The most salient feature that stands out when looking at 
the current religious makeup in America is that we are a very 
different society religiously than we were 50 to 100 years ago. 
Just how much America has changed religiously was the im-
petus behind two relatively recent Pew Research Center Re-
ligious Landscape studies. The first study was conducted in 
2007 and a second follow-up study took place in 2014. The 
Pew studies revealed that even though the Christian portion 
of  the U.S. population is going down, the United States con-
tinues to be oikos or home to more Christians than any oth-
er country on the planet.  According to the study, around 
seven-in-ten Americans continue to call some branch of  the 
Christian faith their religious home. However, both main-
line Protestants and Catholics have declined approximately 
three percentage points from 2007 to 2014. During the same 
time period, the number of  Americans who call themselves 
religiously unaffiliated (atheist, agnostic or no identification) 
has increased more than six points from 2007 to 2014 from 
16.1% to 22.8%. Moreover, the study revealed that the num-
ber of  Americans who identify with non-Christian faiths 
(Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus and other faith traditions) 
has also moved ahead from 2007 to 2014 rising 1.2 percent-
age points from 4.7% to 5.9% (Pew Research Center 2015).

Based on these research findings, the spiritual paradigm 
Deep Ecumenism more accurately reflects the current-day 
religious diversity in American society. The following quote 
from the Harvard Pluralism Project reflects how members of  
the Christian tradition are embracing the idea of  interfaith 
understanding and cooperation: 

There has also been a concurrent re-examination 
of  the relation of  Christianity to other world religions 
that has been strong, positive, and biblically-based. The 
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Roman Catholic Church and most of  the major Protes-
tant denominations have given new emphasis to inter-
faith dialogue as essential to the relation of  Christians to 
people of  other faiths.

Documents like the Catholic Nostra Aetate, the Presby-
terian “Interfaith Relations Denominational Principles 
and Policies,” and the United Methodist “Guidelines for 
Interreligious Partnerships” provide a new sense of  di-
rection for Christians seeking to be good neighbors in 
a multi-religious society (The Pluralism Project, n.d.-a).

Communities of  Faith Develop Interfaith Models
The Neighbor-to-Neighbor (N2N) partnership, found-

ed by Elder Terence Clark of  Lafayette- Orinda Presbyteri-
an Church in northern California, is an inspiring program 
that was developed at the community level. Clark brought 
members of  his church, the local synagogue, and the local 
Islamic Center together to create an interfaith community. 
What followed was the founding of  the Neighbor-to-Neigh-
bor (N2N) partnership whereby the three faith traditions 
mutually share in sponsoring a wide variety of  social, ed-
ucational, social justice programs and women’s support 
groups (Clark, 2018). Similarly, in western Omaha, negoti-
ations over sharing a parking lot led to Christians, Jews and 
Muslims crossing the faith divide and engaging in dialogue. 
This process eventually led to the founding of  the Tri-Faith 
Neighborhood Project which later evolved into the develop-
ment of  an interfaith center to promote the scholarly study 
of  the religious traditions as well as a social and cultural 
center to foster interfaith relationships (The Pluralism Proj-
ect n.d.-d). The Neighbor-to-Neighbor (N2N) partnership 
and the Tri- Faith Neighborhood Project serve as templates 
for the development of  other interfaith communities. In ad-
dition to sharing core values, these programs work hard to 
educate the participants in cross-faith understanding and 
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to create environments which facilitate social bonding (The 
Pluralism Project n.d.-d).

Interfaith Model Adapts to Complex Environment
In addition to faith communities developing interfaith 

programs, interfaith efforts have been able to adapt to mod-
ern-day complex environments. Since 1982, the Harts-
field-Jackson Airport serving Atlanta, Georgia has embraced 
the interfaith model of  airport chaplaincy based on the three 
Abrahamic faith traditions as well as Buddhism. The four 
faiths come together to share core values and to bring car-
ing and compassion to travelers for a brief  moment on their 
journeys. In between arrivals and departures, interfaith cler-
gy minister to the needs of  the diverse transient population 
that makes up this large metropolitan airport. In addition, 
neutral sacred space is provided where travelers can spend 
quiet time and practice their spiritual traditions. The Harts-
field-Jackson Airport is a wonderful example of  how inter-
faith ministries are adapting to the complex environments 
that make up the modern-day world (The Pluralism Project, 
n.d.-b).

Interfaith Model Supports Native American Rights 
and Lands

There are interfaith models of  faith traditions coming 
together to help and support indigenous peoples in their 
fight for their lands and their rights. A recent example of  
such an endeavor took place on November 16-17, 2017 
when Christian clergy and Jewish rabbis joined in coalition 
with environmentalists and representatives from the various 
Indian tribes (Hopi, Pueblo of  Zuni, Ute, Mountain Ute 
and the Navajo Nation) to help save Bears Ears, a l.35 mil-
lion-acre protected area in southeast Utah that was being 
threatened by Government development (Larkman 2017). 
On another occasion, June 19, 2017 marks the first time that 
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religious leaders representing twenty-one countries as well as 
the Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, and Taoist 
religions came together to work in unison with indigenous 
people to end deforestation and protect the planet’s tropical 
rainforests (World Council of  Churches 2017). Such inter-
faith initiatives typify a grassroots energy that is beginning to 
surface in recent years whereby faith traditions are embrac-
ing environmental, climate and indigenous rights issues.  

Interfaith Models in the Middle East
On the nightly news we are bombarded with stories from 

the Middle East where conflict among people representing 
one or more of  the Abrahamic faith traditions is involved. 
However, there is an alternate narrative that is developing 
that does not fit into news sound bites. The seeds of  the inter-
faith model were planted in February of  2018 in Vienna, at a 
conference sponsored by the Vienna-based International Di-
alogue Centre (KAICIID). It was a time when 200 religious 
leaders from the Middle East met to affirm social cohesion 
and peaceful coexistence in the Arab region between Chris-
tians, Jews and Muslims. The conference was a first step in 
what is hoped to be a continuing dialogue between the Abra-
hamic faith traditions to promote unity in the Middle East 
(World Council of  Churches 2018).

Another major effort in the Middle East is in the plan-
ning stages for an interfaith project on the Arabian Penin-
sula. On September 20, 2019 in New York City, the Higher 
Committee of  Human Fraternity unveiled plans for a unique 
complex called Abrahamic House. The project will include 
a mosque, church and synagogue on Saadiyat Island in Abu 
Dhabi. It came out of  Pope Francis and Dr Ahmed Al Tayeb, 
the Grand Imam of  Al Azhar jointly signing the Document 
on Human Fraternity in Abu Dhabi in February 2019, which 
called for the reconciliation of  people from all faith traditions 
in service of  peace in the world. The Committee intends for 
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Abrahamic House to stand for religious tolerance and ed-
ucation and be a place where all faiths can come together 
in mutual respect and understanding (Higher Committee of  
Human Fraternity 2019).

Interfaith Religious Education
Whether preparing for life as part of  the Christian clergy 

or for life as a Rabbi, the theological and rabbinical educa-
tion involved is broadening to include interfaith. The future 
priest, minister or rabbi will need to be versed in the other 
major religious traditions of  the world in addition to being a 
good counselor and spiritual leader.

Many seminaries foster interfaith dialogue in hopes of  
engendering compassion, tolerance, and understanding 
among those who will later enter education and the clergy. 
Although such programming generally addresses only Chris-
tian-Jewish dialogue, in recent years leaders of  the involved 
organizations have come to the realization that Muslims have 
just as crucial a voice. Many predict that within the next ten 
years monotheistic “trilogies” will develop more and more 
frequently (The Pluralism Project, n.d.). 

The Crossing of  Age-Old Divides
Deep ecumenism is at work in the area of  intergroup 

apology, forgiveness and reconciliation. Age-old divides are 
being crossed between Christian denominations as well as 
between major faith traditions. A recent example of  the for-
mer is the 500th anniversary of  the Reformation in 2017, 
when not only the gifts of  the Reformation were celebrat-
ed but the pain and suffering perpetrated by all sides was 
lamented. Catholics, Lutherans and other reform churches 
are now facing the future together (Underwood 2017).

In the book by Samuel P. Oliner, (2008) Altruism, Inter-
group Apology, Forgiveness and Reconciliation, he delineates some 
of  the religious divides that have been crossed in recent 
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years. A small sample involving faith traditions includes the 
following: (1) The Evangelical Lutheran Church apologized 
for the antisemitism of  Martin Luther and the harm per-
petrated against the Jews over the past five hundred years; 
(2) The Pope apologized for centuries of  Catholic prejudice 
and intolerance against the Jewish people as well as against 
the Muslim people—at the same time, he also apologized for 
the Crusades and slavery; (3)  Cardinal John O’Connor of  
the Catholic Church apologized for all the pain imposed on 
the Jewish people by many Catholics over the past thousand 
years; (4) France’s Catholic clergy apologized to the Jewish 
people for the Church’s silence at the time of  the Holocaust; 
(5) The United Methodists apologized to the Cheyenne and 
Arapaho tribes for the role that one of  their ministers played 
in the 1864 massacre of  their people (Oliner, 2018, pp 245-
249).

Ecumenism and Forgiveness
There is a close relationship between forgiveness and 

ecumenism. According to Oliner, “Precisely because of  the 
potentially divisive nature of  organized religion, ecumenism 
is a desirable attribute and may be strongly associated with 
forgiveness” (Oliner, 2008, p.134). Thus, it is because of  the 
conflict associated with religion that the spirit of  ecumenism 
needs to be developed by our faith traditions. It is through 
healing the wounds of  the historical past, and taking part in 
the process of  forgiveness, that our faith traditions can come 
together and move forward to an ecumenical future of  work-
ing together in interfaith cooperation.

The Catholic-Jewish Divide
One of  the most significant divides that has been crossed 

in recent years is the divide separating the Roman Catholic 
Church and the world-wide Jewish community. Pope John 
Paul II, during his reign, crossed a divide that went back 
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2000 years when in 1986 he visited Rome’s synagogue to 
embrace Christianity’s Jewish past. Later, Pope Francis used 
the occasion of  his first visit to the synagogue to celebrate 
the 50th anniversary of  the Vatican Council document Nos-
tra Aetate. The original document sought to put to rest the 
accusation that has been perpetuated for centuries; namely, 
that the Jews were responsible for the death of  Christ. Fran-
cis reiterated at length in a new document how Christianity 
is rooted in Judaism and renewed a pledge of  cooperation. 
Also, Francis has put great emphasis on the idea that the 
institutional church should not try to convert Jews (Gruber 
2016).

One of  the positive signs of  this new relationship be-
tween the Roman Catholic Church and the Jewish commu-
nity, is the recently signed historic agreement between the 
Vatican and the Jewish organization World ORT. In 2017, 
World ORT and the Pontifical International Law Founda-
tion, Scholas Occurrentes, signed a joint agreement to bring 
together 500 young people from all over the globe, with dif-
fering religious and socioeconomic backgrounds, to Buenos 
Aires in 2018, to participate in open, meaningful and mul-
ticultural dialogue. The overall goal of  the gathering was to 
plant seeds of  respect for differences that exist and to share 
in commonalities (ORT America 2017). 

The Dali Lama on Living in an 
Interdependent world

On the subject of  interfaith understanding, His Holi-
ness the Dali Lama, from the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, 
addresses the fact that we now live in an interdependent 
world where there is no room for divisions as human survival 
depends now on cooperation. He stresses that dialogue and 
interfaith understanding is the only path for a world that is 
now truly interdependent. “In reality, the survival of  one re-
gion of  the world depends on that of  others. Therefore, the 
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world has become much closer, much more interdependent. 
As a result, there is much more human interaction on a larg-
er scale. Under such circumstances, the acceptance of  plu-
ralism among the world’s religions is very important” (Dali 
Lama 2003, p. 49).

Religious Pluralism
Living with religious pluralism is not an easy task. How-

ever, in this interdependent world, it is what is being asked 
of  us. Just as in other areas of  life, such as in marriage or in 
the political arena, one is required to negotiate differences; it 
is through healthy, constructive dialogue with our faith part-
ners and respecting their perspectives that religious unity out 
of  diversity can be achieved. Admittedly, working through 
differences is not an easy task. Just as living in a democracy 
can sometimes be messy, so too living with faith differences 
can sometimes be messy as well. However, it is through ac-
cepting a degree of  healthy conflict and working to respect 
differences, that accompany religious diversity and plural-
ism, that humanity has the best chance of  creating a more 
peaceful world (Kazanjian 2018).

 
Summary

Three questions were asked at the beginning of  this writ-
ing: How do the Abrahamic faith traditions work together 
in the spirit of  ecumenism? How do they relate to the other 
major faith traditions of  the world? How do they relate to 
Native American spirituality and to the new re- emerging 
nature-based spiritualities? To find an answer to these ques-
tions, we examined the roots of  ecumenism. We started with 
the early modern history of  Christianity. We learned how 
the Reformation of  the 16th Century birthed an early ec-
umenical effort to unite the Christian churches, which later 
matured into a modern ecumenical movement after World 
War II. In following the social changes of  the 1960’s, the 
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limitations of  Christian ecumenism were pointed out. At 
this point, we looked to two sources: Christian Theologian 
Matthew Fox and to a leader in the interfaith communi-
ty for the paradigm shift to Deep Ecumenism. We learned 
how the interfaith model of  interreligious cooperation is 
Deep Ecumenism at work in the world today. What fol-
lowed were present-day examples of  Deep Ecumenism, or 
interfaith work involving the Abrahamic faith traditions in 
joint efforts with other faith traditions as well as with other 
present-day spiritualities. We also learned how the idea of  
Deep Ecumenism was impacting the way we educate our 
religious leaders. We learned of  efforts in the area of  apol-
ogy, forgiveness, and reconciliation where age-old divides 
have been crossed and how ecumenism is closely related to 
forgiveness. We learned the thoughts of  a major religious 
leader of  the Tibetan Buddhist tradition on living in an 
interdependent world. Finally, we learned how religious di-
versity and pluralism requires the ability of  faith traditions 
to engage in healthy conflict and dialogue in order to re-
spect differences. The narratives that were included in this 
writing are a small sampling of  the world’s religions work-
ing together and sharing core values in new ways. They are 
a bellwether projection of  how Deep Ecumenism or inter-
faith work will define the religious landscape of  the future.

His Holiness the Dali Lama reminded us how we now 
live in an interdependent world and that the quality that is 
needed in order for the human species to survive is cooper-
ation. Modern-day physics tells us, that on a subatomic lev-
el, all of  life is interconnected. Modern-day economists tell 
us the world’s economies are all interwoven. Modern-day 
democracies seek unity out of  diversity. Modern-day tech-
nology has created a world-wide web of  connectivity—
cooperation, interconnectedness, interwoven, unity out 
of  diversity, connectivity—these are the qualities we also 
need today when speaking of  our faith traditions. Just as 
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the interweaving of  modern-day economies bodes well for 
a more peaceful world, so too does the interweaving of  
our faith traditions. The arc of  human progress is a long 
one, and despite present day religious intolerance and vio-
lence both at home and abroad, it appears to be pointing 
to a species that is evolving towards being interconnected 
and to faith traditions that are evolving towards being in-
terconnected as well. The bellwether signs are pointing to 
the fact that people of  all faith traditions are being called 
to be an intra people and an inter people. They are being 
called to be an ecumenical people and a people of  Deep 
Ecumenism; to be an oikos people and a people of  the deep 
well; to a new religious pluralism that is not only a path-
way to peace between religious traditions but a pathway to 
peace in the world.

    
we are an intra people and an inter people;

we are an oikos people and a people of  the well;
we are an ecumenical people and a people of  deep ecumenism;

we will sit in each other’s sacred spaces;
we will drink from the wisdom of  each other’s wells;

we will walk together in each other’s footsteps;
we will treat each other with kindness and compassion;
we will unite together in the underground river of  love. 

                                                      Pat Devine  
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Apology and Forgiveness

SAMUEL P. OLINER

The one who pursues revenge should dig two graves.
-Chinese proverb

If  we practice an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, soon the whole 
world will be blind and toothless.

-Mahatma Gandhi

He that cannot forgive others breaks the bridge over which he must pass 
himself, for every man has a need to be forgiven.

-Lord Herbert

The importance of  forgiveness cannot be underestimat-
ed. Indeed, a large body of  work has grown up around the 
concept. The teachings and literature of  all world religions 
are filled with persuasive suggestions that apology and for-
giveness lead to both emotional and spiritual growth and 
healing. Many argue that apology and forgiveness ought to 
be implemented in our educational systems because scientif-
ic evidence indicates that they do make a difference in peo-
ple’s lives, helping to reconcile transgressor evildoers with 
those who have been victimized or hurt. We should perhaps 
take encouragement from the wide spectrum of  research be-
ing conducted into the benefits of  the forgiveness process in 
both interpersonal and intergroup relations. These studies 
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are being conducted in evolutionary biology, philosophy, and 
within virtually every social science.

Religious scholars have addressed the manifestations 
of  altruism and forgiveness in different religious traditions. 
What one derives from their discussions is that forgiveness 
is consistent with most or all world religions but it is ad-
dressed in different ways. Christian and Jewish scholars 
have indicated that forgiveness is central to their traditions, 
while forbearance and compassion is central to Buddhism. 
In Islam, personal forgiveness is valued, but Allah’s forgive-
ness is considered to be of  paramount importance. Chris-
tianity, Islam, and Buddhism all appear to encourage for-
giveness irrespective of  whether the offenders apologize or 
express regret. In Judaism, on the other hand, God is not 
anxious to forgive a sinner unless the sinner seeks forgive-
ness from those who have been harmed. Buddhist scholars 
inform us that within Buddhism, compassion and recon-
ciliation are closely related, although one can be compas-
sionate in the absence of  reconciliation. In Christianity, 
forgiveness must always allow for the possibility of  recon-
ciliation, even though reconciliation may not always occur 
(Rye, Pargament, Amir, Beck, Dorff, Hallisey, Narayanan, 
and Williams 2000).25.  

Secular scholars also have devoted considerable thought 
to altruism and forgiveness. Philosopher Joanna North de-
fines forgiveness as “a willingness to abandon one’s right 
to resentment, negative judgment, and indifferent behavior 
toward one who unjustly injured us, while fostering the un-
deserved qualities of  compassion, generosity, and even love 
toward him or her” (Enright, Freedman, and Rique 1998: 
46–47). According to North, forgiveness does not remove 
the fact of  the wrongdoing, but rather relies on the recog-
nition of  the wrong having been committed in order for the 
process of  forgiveness to be made possible. The act of  for-
giveness does not annul the crime itself  but the “distorted 
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effect that this wrong has upon one’s relation with the 
wrongdoer and perhaps with others (North 1998: 17-18).

Forgiving is not condoning or excusing wrongdoing, nor 
does it necessarily have any legal status. Robert Enright, Su-
zanne Freeman and Julio Rique state that forgiveness is not 
the same as legal pardon. Some are concerned that when we 
forgive we will open all jail-cell doors, letting the lawbreakers 
free to further their destructive aims” (1998: 48). The authors 
go on to argue that forgiveness must be distinguished from rec-
onciliation:

The basic philosophical distinction between forgiveness 
and reconciliation is this: Forgiveness is one person’s re-
sponse to injury. Reconciliation involves two people com-
ing together again. The injurer must realize his or her of-
fense, see the damage done, and take steps to rectify the 
problem. When both parties are guilty of  injustice toward 
the other, both may need to forgive and realize one’s own 
failures, with intent to change. When already in a strong 
relationship with someone who offends, a forgiver usually 
reconciles (Enright, Freedman, & Rique 1998: 49).

 There is a wide spectrum of  opinion on the essence of  
forgiveness. Enright, Freedman, and Rique note that Robin 
Casarjian’s approach equates forgiving with “the offer of  mor-
al love and acceptance to include one’s ‘forgiveness of  arthritic 
hands or a less-than-healthy body. We understand and appre-
ciate her attempt to help a person to achieve a certain inner 
peace in regard to a failing body. Yet, equating forgiveness 
with a generalized acceptance brings construct away from the 
interpersonal, and thus away from the moral qualities of  gen-
erosity and/or moral love” (Casarjian, cited in Enright, Freed-
man, and Rique 1998: 51).

Forgiveness cannot be commanded. However, it can 
be taught as a way of  healing not only the victim but also 
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the victimizer. In 1991, Enright and the Human Develop-
ment Study Group developed four phases of  psychological 
variables that may be involved when we forgive. Phase one, 
termed “uncovering,” consists of  examining one’s anger and 
confronting it, admitting the shame, being aware of  the of-
fense, gaining the insight that the injured parties may be com-
paring themselves with the injurer, realizing that one may 
be permanently and adversely changed by the injury, and 
being open to the possibility that the world is just. The sec-
ond phase, called the decision phase,” includes a change of  
heart and a new insight that old resolution strategies are not 
working, a willingness to consider forgiveness as an option, 
and being committed to forgiving the offender. The third 
phase is called the “work phase,” which addresses reframing 
through role taking, identifying and viewing the wrongdoer 
in context, having empathy toward the offender, being aware 
of  compassion as it arises toward the offender, and accepting 
and absorbing the pain. The last phase is the “deepening 
phase,” which implies that we must find meaning for self  and 
others in the suffering and forgiveness process. The self  has 
needed the forgiveness of  others in the past, and it is aware 
that we are not alone in this situation. We need to realize that 
the self  may have a new purpose in life because of  the injury, 
and we need to become aware of  the decreasing negative 
effects and the possible increase in positive effects toward the 
injurer if  this occurs. Finally, we must develop an awareness 
of  our internal emotional release (Enright, Freedman, and 
Rique 1998: 53).

Scholars agree that there are important bases to the for-
giveness process. Lewis Smedes (1996) outlines the stages of  
forgiveness. First, we forgive when we discover the humanity 
of  the person who hurt us. Then, we surrender our right 
to vengeance. Finally, we reconcile our feelings toward the 
person we forgive.

Everett Worthington, a psychologist who has studied 
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apology and forgiveness for many years, concludes that those 
who find the weight of  past wrongs to be oppressive must 
decide to “REACH.” In Worthington’s model of  forgive-
ness, each of  these letters stands for a specific step in the 
forgiveness process: “R” involves recalling the hurt, “E” stands 
for practicing empathy towards the one who has hurt us, “A” 
stands for giving the altruistic gift of  forgiveness to another, 
“C” stands for publicly committing to work for forgiveness, 
“H” is for working on holding oneself  to forgiveness. Many 
people see that empathy is the crucial step in the process of  
forgiveness. If  one is not capable of  empathizing with the 
wrongdoer, understanding why he has done harm, knowing 
his background and what prompted him to do that, it would 
be difficult to forgive (Worthington 1997; 2004).

Worthington is his own best example. On New Year’s 
Eve 1995, two men broke into Worthington’s mother’s house 
and murdered her. At first, Worthington was full of  rage. 
He felt that he could not forgive the people who took his 
mother’s life. It took a great deal of  empathy and compas-
sion to try to understand why this tragedy occurred. Being a 
spiritual person, he thought of  the words Jesus spoke on the 
cross, “Forgive them for they know not what they do.” In an 
effort to be empathetic, Worthington decided that the socio-
economic background of  the people who broke in must have 
seriously impacted their inner world. After soul searching, he 
decided to forgive the murderers.

Forgiveness helps relieve the pain we felt due to the of-
fense (Hartwell 1999). When we forgive, we take an import-
ant step toward mending and rebuilding our relationship 
with the wrongdoer. We remove the burden that weighs us 
down. Forgiveness helps us go on with our lives, instead of  
holding onto the past. It makes us into better people and 
improves our overall mental and emotional health (Mc-
Cullough, Rachal, Chris, Sandage, Worthington, Brown, 
Hight 1998: 1595).
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Forgiveness refers to the process people go through when 
they no longer find it necessary to carry hurt or harm on 
their shoulders or in their hearts. Donald W. Shriver Jr. 
(1995) relates the story of  a contemporary Native American, 
a Lakota:

After my five-year vision quest, I was tempted to go 
out and shoot every white man... I thought about Sand 
Creek and Wounded Knee, and I got angrier and angri-
er... I wanted to grab a gun and start shooting. Then, I 
thought, my ancestors might honor me...but then I saw 
the beauty of  the moon and the morning star, and I knew 
that the only way I could live was to forgive... I work on 
that now every day. If  one doesn’t work on forgiveness, 
one will die on the road someday (Shriver 1995: 151).
 
True forgiveness often requires an emotional or spiritual 

transformation. It is an exercise in compassion and is both a 
process and an attitude. “Lack of  forgiveness is giving others 
power over you” (Parachin, 2006: 3). Through the process 
of  forgiveness, we transform suffering into psychological and 
spiritual growth; through the attitude of  forgiveness, we at-
tain serenity by letting go of  the ego’s incessant need to judge 
others and ourselves. To make amends, we must apologize, 
acknowledge the harm we have done, make appropriate res-
titution, and change our behavior toward the other person. 
Amends must be appropriate and should benefit all.

These themes are also present when considering inter-
group forgiveness. Archbishop Desmond Tutu (1999), refer-
ring to the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion, says that there is “no future without forgiveness” and 
that forgiveness is one of  the key ideas in this world. Apology 
and forgiveness are not just nebulous concepts; they contain 
the realization of  wrongdoing on the side of  apologizers and 
empathic understanding on the part of  forgivers that has the 
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practical effect of  allowing people to unite or reunite. Psy-
chiatrist Richard Fitzgibbons maintains that forgiveness has 
remarkable healing power for those who are able to use it 
(1998). Whether it is for small wrongs or for great crimes and 
injustices, most people struggle to find a way to forgive. The 
failure of  our society to teach young people the skills of  deal-
ing effectively with conflicts echoes loudly today in school 
violence, our high rate of  divorce and domestic battering, 
drug and alcohol abuse, and as criminal acts of  ethnic war-
fare and terrorism. The rediscovered power of  forgiveness 
has great potential for healing society on a number of  levels.

What are some of  the psychological problems that the in-
jured person group, or nation faces? On the individual level, 
psychologists have been able to substantiate that the injured 
person suffers from anxiety, depression and the general feel-
ing that the world is unfriendly. The injured person feels a 
real battering to his or her self-esteem. Members of  a group 
that have been attacked or injured generally feel that they 
were unjustly treated, that the injuring nation or group is 
evil, and that vengeance should be sought. This attitude can 
pose a serious problem, because there appears to be no alter-
native to injury other than retaliation and vengeance. What 
is needed is an empathic understanding.

Research was conducted with students to test under what 
conditions young individuals will forgive parents who de-
prived them of  love and nurturing. Radhi H. Al-Mabuk and 
Robert D. Enright maintain that “Parental love deprivation 
is a condition where a child does not receive needed affection 
and nurturing, is not given assurance of  value, respect, and 
acceptance by the parents” (Al-Mabuk and Enright 1995: 
430). The authors designed an experiment in which a group 
of  students who were deprived of  parental love were given 
training that focused on such things as justice and forgive-
ness. As a result of  such training, the students reported that 
they were able to forgive their parents.
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Colin Tipping (2002) has criticized traditional forgive-
ness. He writes, “With traditional forgiveness the willingness 
to forgive is present, but so is the residual need to condemn. 
Therefore, victim consciousness is maintained and nothing 
changes” (Tipping 2002: 45). With “radical forgiveness, the 
willingness to forgive is present but not the need to con-
demn. Therefore, the victim consciousness is dropped and 
everything changes” (Tipping 2002:45). Tipping defines 
“victim consciousness” as “a conviction that someone else 
has done something bad to you, and as a direct result, they 
are responsible for the lack of  peace and happiness in your 
life”. He claims that radical forgiveness has a divine basis 
that comes directly from God and is a kind of  divine truth. 
By the phrase “divine truth” he means it has no physical form 
and already carries the energy pattern of  eternal life, muta-
bility, infinite abundance, love, and oneness with God. Even 
though we cannot perceive this world with our senses, and 
we scarcely possess the mental capacities to comprehend its 
existence, we can get enough of  a sense of  it to know that 
it is real. Such activities as prayer, meditation, and radical 
forgiveness all raise our awareness of  the world of  divine 
truth and allow us earthly access to that world (Tipping 
2002: 45).

Radical forgiveness is a purely spiritual path, and tra-
ditional forgiveness is more a means of  living in this world. 
Radical forgiveness takes the view that there is no right or 
wrong or bad or good; only your thinking about it makes it 
so. Traditional forgiveness always begins with the assump-
tion that something wrong took place, and that someone 
did something to someone else. In other words, the victim 
archetype remains operative. But radical forgiveness begins 
with the belief  that nothing wrong happened, and there is 
no victim in any situation. Traditional forgiveness, Tipping 
says, is effective to the extent that it calls upon the high-
est human virtues-such as compassion, tolerance, kindness, 
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mercy, and humility—the same virtues always present in 
radical forgiveness (Tipping 2002: 53).

Others also differentiate among levels or types of  forgive-
ness. Richard Fitzgibbons (1998), coming from a clinical an-
gle, defines forgiveness as the process of  relinquishing one’s 
feelings of  resentment and thoughts of  vengeance. A second-
ary part of  the process is that of  fostering compassion, gen-
erosity, and even love toward those who have inflicted pain. 
But abandoning one’s angry feelings and thoughts is not an 
easy task. Fitzgibbons maintains that 40 percent of  young 
Americans do not have biological fathers in their lives. Most 
of  these young individuals have a hard time understanding 
this and therefore find it difficult to forgive their fathers for 
the pain of  betrayal they struggle with daily. But Fitzgibbons 
argues that it is understanding that is necessary for true for-
giveness to occur.

Fitzgibbons feels that the process of  forgiveness can pro-
ceed on one of  three levels: cognitive, emotional, or spiritual. 
The cognitive process of  forgiveness implies the discussion, 
the evaluation, and the attempt to understand the victim’s 
anger. By reasoning and reflection one may attempt to for-
give, but Fitzgibbons feels that most forgiveness begins at the 
cognitive level. This is the level at which forgiveness seems 
like a good idea, when people decide to forgive. However, 
some individuals may feel that cognitive forgiveness is not 
really forgiveness at all, because they do not truly “feel like” 
forgiving.

The emotional level of  forgiveness is when one comes to 
deeply understand the offender and his life struggles and is 
eventually able to develop empathy for the wounded boy or 
girl within the adult. As a result of  this understanding, the 
offended party truly feels like forgiving. To the victim, being 
able to offer forgiveness is really a process of  catharsis that 
yields emotional understanding and, ultimately, compassion 
for the offender. While such forgiveness does not imply an 



Samuel P. Oliner

254

annulment of  the wrongdoing itself, it does signify an at-
tempt at an empathic understanding of  why it happened. 
Healing may begin for both the injured party and the injurer.

The third level is the spiritual approach accessed when 
someone suffers from severe pain. Embracing a similar 
process to that of  the Alcoholics Anonymous’ 12-step pro-
gram, victims conclude that forgiveness is not within their 
own power and instead look to a higher power to help them 
forgive. Statements such as “I am powerless over my anger 
and want to turn it over to God,” or “Revenge or justice be-
longs to God,” or “God forgive him, I cannot,” or “God free 
me from my anger” are examples of  this spiritual approach 
(Fitzgibbons 1998: 66).

Fitzgibbons sees the limitations of  forgiveness. In his ex-
perience as a psychiatrist, he has seen forgiveness diminish 
the degree of  sadness and lessen the severe pain of  human 
betrayal. But he argues that forgiveness does not directly ad-
dress the person’s anger when it results from

... character weakness, such as narcissism, grandiosity, 
and patience, [or] the absence of  moral values. While it 
is a very powerful tool, [forgiveness] alone cannot bring 
about a complete resolution of  the excessive resentment, 
hostility, and hatred in our culture. (Fitzgibbons 1998: 
67).

Everett Worthington (1997) proposes five steps for actu-
alizing forgiveness: 1) Do not wait for an apology. Take the 
initiative to establish relations by giving the offending party 
the occasion to talk to you. 2) Allow yourself  to empathize 
with the offender. He or she may well have acted out of  igno-
rance and is the person who can heal your pain. 3) Perform 
a symbolic act. Make it public in some way to show you are 
willing to forgive. 4) Remember that forgiving is not forget-
ting. Hurt feelings can linger even after one has forgiven the 
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offender. 5) Offended parties should include themselves in 
the forgiveness list.

Robert Enright, Elizabeth Gassin, and Ching-Ru Wu 
(1992) have constructed a similar list from their multiyear 
study of  adults in the United States. They prescribe 18 “psy-
chological variables engaged in a process intervention on 
forgiveness.” Their expanded list shows a thorough appreci-
ation of  the steps involved in applying empathic understand-
ing to forgiveness and benefits to the forgiver. All the major 
theories of  forgiveness include processes aimed at reconcil-
iation and restoration of  a relationship emphasizing an ap-
plied empathic understanding.

Walter J. Dickey (1998) addresses the role of  forgive-
ness in relationships that have been strained by a criminal 
offense. He considers the harm inflicted on the victim to the 
victim-offender relationship and to the community. Dickey 
raises the question of  how this kind of  harm can be repaired 
and views forgiveness as an integral part of  the repair. In 
a criminal offense, the restoration of  strained relationships 
must rest on two foundations; community, group, and indi-
vidual healing must be the goal of  any system that purports 
to administer justice. Apology, forgiveness, and restitution 
are important components of  any restoration or healing, this 
process needs “undeserved qualities of  compassion, gener-
osity, and even love,” to which Dickey attaches importance.

Joseph W. Elder (1998) delineates the characteristics and 
consequences of  forgiveness and gives the example of  Mari-
etta Jaeger, who forgave the man who killed her daughter. Us-
ing the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, she reasoned that, 
“God is a God of  mercy and compassion, who works unceas-
ingly to help and heal.” She concluded that her daughter’s 
kidnapper and murderer “was a son of  God, and, as such...
he had dignity and worth.” When the killer tracked down 
Jaeger in the middle of  the night to taunt her, she showed 
mercy and compassion, asking him what she could do to 
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help him. The killer was unable to reply and simply wept. 
He eventually confessed to the murder and went to prison. 
Drawing on the agony of  her daughter’s murder, as well as 
the closure brought by this experience, Jaeger concludes, 
“The only way we can be whole, healthy, happy persons is to 
learn to forgive” (Elder 1998: 150).

How can offenders ask for forgiveness, and how can vic-
tims forgive? Elder notes that the teachings of  Judeo-Chris-
tian and Muslim faiths include divine forgiveness, and Bud-
dhist/Hindu cosmology maintains that every virtuous act is 
rewarded, and every sinful act is punished in a manner simi-
lar to the law of  physics.

The punishments and rewards might happen in this life 
or in subsequent lives, but they will happen. There is no 
process of  repentance or forgiveness that can affect the 
inevitability of  the punishments and rewards. It would 
be both wrong and unnecessary to seek revenge. Punish-
ment will happen on its own. Justice will be done through 
the dynamics of  the law of  karma... In the center of  the 
Tibetan Buddhist ‘Wheel of  Life’ are pictured a pig, a 
rooster, and a snake. These are identified, respectively, as 
the ‘three poisons’: ignorance, attachment, and hatred. 
Within the Buddhist cosmology, ignorance, attachment, 
and hatred are the central cause of  suffering. They infect 
all sentient preachers everywhere and generate countless 
lives of  misery. To overcome them, one must acquire wis-
dom and compassion (Elder 1998: 158). 

Elder addresses the difficulties that arise when the in-
jured party and the wrongdoer do not share the same moral 
community. Is forgiveness possible when one does not have 
moral values in common with the other? How does one deal 
with this? One answer to this question is to acknowledge that 
we do share fundamental moral values that are the same 
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in virtually every religious tradition. No religious tradition 
condones murder, kidnapping, rape, or other violent crimes. 
Although this answer may not be completely satisfactory, we 
should realize that some things are universally considered 
wrong and unjust and simply cannot be tolerated. One ex-
ample of  transcending this problem of  lacking a common 
moral community is the historic handshake between Israe-
li Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and PLO Chairman Yasir 
Arafat on September 13, 1993. After decades of  hatred and 
violence, both men realized that their groups shared basic 
human values and had many common interests. Their hand-
shake showed that even though each group considers itself  
to be the wronged party, forgiveness is still possible as a part 
of  the reconciliation process. But the continuing violence 
and unrest in that area, and the ongoing hatred between the 
groups, shows forgiveness is no easy task; in some cases, it 
may take generations of  work.

Charles Klein (1995) maintains that forgiveness is diffi-
cult because of  a fear of  being hurt again. It is only through 
love that this fear is conquered, and a crucial component 
of  forgiveness is what he calls the “glory of  love”. Without 
love it is difficult to see that other human beings deserve a 
chance; besides finding the love within us, we must reframe 
our interpretations images of  wrongdoers, and we must be 
willing to take a risk for reconciliation that involves reaching 
out and listening carefully to the person who was hurt or 
harmed. The person who was harmed must try to under-
stand the reasons for the wrongdoer’s hurtful actions. There 
are no endless tomorrows, and we should seriously consider 
the notion of  reconciling with those we have harmed or who 
have harmed us. Forgiving another may reestablish harmo-
ny, which is especially important when one person involved 
is dying. To neglect reconciliation with a dying person is to 
ask for long-term pain for the survivor. From the Jewish per-
spective, it is vitally important to apologize and to forgive, 
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especially during holy days. Klein cites a Jewish theologian, 
who is reported to have said, “One who has begged for for-
giveness should not be so cruel as not to forgive”.

African-American psychologist James M. Jones (2006) 
speaks about racial inequality and how to overcome it. He 
focuses on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
in South Africa and the concept of  ubuntu, which is a cultur-
al concept of  forgiveness. Ubuntu is the spirit of  humanity 
characterized by the expression, “My humanity is inextri-
cably bound to yours. I am human because I belong, [and] 
participate in humanity.” Forgiveness is illustrated by African 
psychologist Dr. Pumla Gobodo Nadkizel, who interviewed 
a killer named DeKock, hired by the apartheid South Afri-
can government as a professional murderer. Gobodo-Nadki-
zel was able to extract a sense of  DeKock’s humanity from 
him and was able to forgive. This example illustrates the uni-
versal concept of  forgiveness as a healing and reconciliation 
process.

Italian psychologist Pierro Ferrucci’s Survival of  the Kind-
est (2005), presents an interesting contrast to the concept 
of  survival of  the fittest. Ferrucci argues that humanity has 
survived to a large extent because of  its capacity for kind-
ness, and that kindness reflects our true nature. He adds, 
“You can only be kind if  your past no longer controls you” 
(Touber 2005: 44). Forgiveness is also important; someone 
who cannot forgive is like a city in which traffic has come to 
a standstill. To forgive, one must first recognize the suffer-
ing that one is experiencing. It is not good to hastily forgive 
just for the sake of  forgiveness. Ferrucci discusses the vir-
tue of  attention and says that people who are suffering do 
not need advice, diagnosis, interpretation, or intervention 
so much as they need sincere empathy and attention. Once 
they have the feeling that other people are putting them-
selves in their shoes, they are able to let go of  their suffering 
and begin healing. Ferrucci stresses this kind of  attention 
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as a vital factor in human relations and emphasizes that 
kindness is a very simple quality that may be able to save 
humanity.

It is saving humanity. Have you ever wondered why the 
world still has not fallen apart, despite all its complex 
structures? Mail carriers, train conductors, newspaper 
vendors, cleaners...of  course they earn their livelihood 
with what they do, but it all happens largely thanks to 
their good will, to their kindness (Touber 2005: 47).

The most sensible way to look after our own self-in-
terest, to find freedom and be happy, is not to directly 
pursue these things but to give priority to the interests 
of  others. Help others to become free of  their fear and 
pain. It’s all really simple. You don’t have to choose be-
tween being kind to yourself  and others. It is one and 
the same (Touber 2005:47).

There are levels and aspects of  the forgiveness process 
that elude categorization. Forgiveness presents a large and 
complex picture, some like the blind men feeling the ele-
phant. At the same time, we can see some aspects that are 
universal.

Religion And Forgiveness
Muslim scholar M. Fethullah Gulen maintains that Is-

lam, Christianity Judaism, Buddhism, and Hinduism teach 
love, compassion, tolerance and forgiveness as fundamen-
tal and universal religious values. These constructive social 
processes are vitally important, and without them society 
would simply fall apart. Theologians, thinkers, and social 
scientists—the Dalai Lama, Everett Worthington, Lewis 
B. Smedes, Bishop Tutu, Mother Teresa, Nelson Mandela, 
and others—agree with empirical data that shows altruism, 



Samuel P. Oliner

260

empathy, spirituality, and forgiveness are very important in 
healing a violent world (Gulen 2003).

The idea of  loving one’s neighbor is vitally important in 
religion—and loving not only your neighbor, but loving even 
strangers unconditionally. The Jewish tradition prescribes 
loving the stranger because the Jews were strangers and slaves 
in Egypt. Jews must remember that and practice this great 
deed, known as mitzvah. In Buddhism, there is an important 
process called bodhicitta, referring to a selfless altruism that 
seeks to relieve the suffering of  all. One example might be an 
effort to make a friend out of  an enemy. In Christianity, the 
idea of  love means unconditional love, the kind that entails 
a complete acceptance of  the other, forgiveness, openness, 
being at one with all, and treating others as one would desire 
to be treated. The Jewish tradition also includes this concept 
of  unconditional love. In the words of  Rabbi Robert Kushner, 
“If  you are hurting someone, and you are carrying around 
this unforgiveness longer than two days, you have failed to do 
your duty to humanity’ (Lama Surya Das 1997).

Religious belief  can play a powerful role in our actions. 
During flying combat in Vietnam in 1968, Richard Cunnare 
came across a number of  bodies of  American soldiers exe-
cuted by the Vietcong. He experienced an oven whelming 
rage in his soul, as did his crewmembers. As he spotted Viet-
namese farmers working in their rice paddies, he felt a tre-
mendous pressure for revenge, but recalls, “I did not kill in 
rage when every part of  my soul was telling me [it] was right. 
If  I had shot the rice farmers, would I have been asked why? 
I do not think anyone would have even questioned the act” 
(Cunnare 2005). Cunnare felt that “Forgiveness is a powerful 
grace that the Lord offers us. I chose to take God’s will for 
me and fought to live. I am sure the VC commander from 
February 1968 did not lose much sleep over executing Amer-
ican troops, or did he?” (Cunnare 2005).

While responsible for innumerable acts of  kindness, 
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caring, and rescuing those in trouble, organized religion also 
plays a divisive role in human affairs. This is because orga-
nized religious groups, by their very nature, are groups that 
have clear “us” and “them” lines of  demarcation. Religion 
almost always creates “saved” and “unsaved,” “righteous” 
and “unclean,” “godly” and “heretical,” and so on. To a 
great extent it teaches us who we are and neglects or deem-
phasizes the histories and cultures, even the very essence, of  
others. In their edited collection titled Visions of  Compas-
sion (2002), Richard J. Davidson and Anne Harrington delve 
into the subject of  who taught us to think this way:

Certainly our religious traditions, the Jewish and Chris-
tian traditions, must take part in their responsibility for 
shaping our thinking here. The Christian tradition, for 
example, believes profoundly in compassion, but it also 
teaches that human beings are fundamentally flawed and 
can only be saved through the intervention of  Christ, 
who alone possesses the compassion for our plight great 
enough to lift us out of  our sinfulness. We have been 
granted eternal life as a gift we could never deserve on 
our own (2002: 12).

Of  course, there is no mention here of  Muhammad or 
of  Buddha, leaving adherents to those traditions out in the 
cold when it comes to salvation. It is virtually impossible to 
have equal and empathetic relations when those kinds of  dis-
tinctions underlie our relationships. At the same time, one 
can safely say that, in some contexts, many religions share 
similar themes and stress similar beliefs and behaviors.

All religions stress the importance of  a foundation of  
love. The Dalai Lama, referring to love, writes:

We express our quest for happiness through the lan-
guage of  love. Love not only allows us to access our 
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compassionate nature; it enables others to relate to us 
at the most human level. In contrast, suffering is closely 
linked to hostility and anger, for the full realization of  
hostility’s goal is the destruction of  the object of  your 
wrath. By instinctually shunning suffering, we also ex-
press our dislike for destructive traits such as hostility, 
anger, and hatred. This is clearly a manifestation in our 
natural mind state: When we see death, destruction, or 
decay we feel uncomfortable; whereas we feel pleasant 
and assured when we see life, color, and growth (Dalai 
Lama 2002: 69).

This most “human” kind of  love has been exemplified by 
a group of  Jewish, Christian, and Muslim women who live 
in Jerusalem and recently participated in a conference. Their 
statement, which follows, has particular relevance:

Unless we understand that one life is lived in the oth-
er, our attachment to our identities, national and reli-
gious, is superficial, presumptuous, and meaningless” 
(Prince-Gibson 2004).

Precisely because of  the potentially divisive nature of  or-
ganized religion, ecumenism is a desirable attribute and may 
be strongly associated with forgiveness. Michael W. Foley 
(1999) reports on an ecumenical approach in his “Memory, 
Forgiveness, and Reconciliation: Confronting the Violence 
of  History” from a conference on violence held in North-
ern Ireland. A number of  participants in the conference had 
focused their discussion on ecumenical society. The partic-
ipants—especially Adam Michnik, editor-in-chief  of  Gaze-
ta Wyborcza, a major Polish newspaper—spoke of  religious 
leaders having a great responsibility for fostering tolerance 
and acceptance of  the traditions of  others. Michnik pointed 
out that in the past, religious leaders had contributed greatly 
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to war, violence, and hatred, but argued that now these lead-
ers have a special responsibility to promote ecumenism and 
peace. Others addressed the notion of  memory and noted 
that our grievance of  historical hurt frequently comes to 
the forefront, which helps to ignite current conflict between 
groups. The interesting part of  Foley’s article deals with the 
question of  forgiveness. Some discussants were somewhat 
skeptical about the role of  forgiveness. Some argued that 
before forgiveness is possible, one must first overcome feel-
ings of  victimization, which may be the most important step 
toward healing—not only on a personal level, but also on a 
societal level.

Though there was skepticism among the presenters 
about the nuts and bolts of  forgiveness, they concluded that 
forgiveness, which requires both acknowledgment and apol-
ogy, may be a first step toward true reconciliation among 
groups. Some raised the question considered before by Si-
mon Wiesenthal, of  whether only victims can give forgive-
ness. A similar idea was expressed by Schimmel (2002). Aus-
chwitz escapee Rudolf  Vrba (1964) maintains that he cannot 
forgive for the crimes he has experienced. Others addressed 
the issue of  the importance of  understanding cultural back-
grounds in considering how forgiveness and reconciliation 
can be accomplished. Forgiveness, however, cannot be dic-
tated. Though some people believe there are unforgivable 
crimes, it is possible to have reconciliation without forgiveness. 
For example, in relations between Germany and Israel, Isra-
el does not forgive the Nazi crimes of  mass murder, but the 
two states and peoples are reconciled and have relations on 
all levels.

Spirituality
Ministers and priests, rabbis and imams, and religious 

workers are aware of  divine forgiveness. Pastoral counsel-
ors try to help heal the pain of  individuals by advocating 
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forgiveness, in the image of  the divine. Not only does God 
forgive those who trespass, but so must we as individuals. 
Forgiveness relieves the offender of  shame and humiliation, 
and, according to John Patton (1985: 16), this is very much 
related to God’s teaching:

Human forgiveness is not doing something but discov-
ering that I am more like those who have hurt me than 
different from them. I am able to forgive them when I 
discover that I am in no position not to forgive. Although 
the experience of  God’s forgiveness may involve confes-
sion of, and the sense of  being forgiven for, specific sins, 
it is hard to recognize my reception to the community 
of  sinners—those affirmed as God’s children (Patton 
1985:16).

Sheffield (2003) sees a strong relationship between for-
giveness and religion that helps people cope psychologically 
in their lives. When we forgive others, we start to establish 
harmony in our personal lives; God forgives sinners because 
He is compassionate and wants to see love and harmony in 
the world.

Rabbi Harold M. Schulweis (2000), a religious scholar, 
looks at the Jewish Bible to see how religious teaching en-
courages people to be compassionate and forgiving towards 
each other and to avoid vengeance or holding grudges. He 
quotes from Leviticus 18:18 in decrying interpersonal un-
forgiveness: “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge 
against your fellow man.” And similarly, against racism or 
other exclusionary practices he adds: “You shall not abhor 
an Edomite for he is thy brother, nor an Egyptian because 
you were a stranger in his land” (Deuteronomy 23:8).

There still seems to be a consensus among forgiveness 
scholars that there are methodological barriers to completely 
understanding the roles played by religion, culture, and the 
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social-psychological facets of  everyday life interaction. This 
must be addressed, or we will remain unable to comprehend 
theories of  apology and forgiveness. We must include situa-
tional factors of  culture, religion, personality, and socializa-
tion to shine proper light on the role of  forgiveness in human 
relations.

There are many nuanced definitions of  spirituality today. 
Facets of  spirituality generally include some or all of  the fol-
lowing overarching themes: a belief  in a power operating in 
the universe that is greater than ourselves, a sense of  inter-
connectedness with all living creatures, an awareness of  the 
purpose and meaning of  life, and the development of  per-
sonal absolute values. Although spirituality is often associat-
ed with religious life, many believe that personal spirituality 
can be developed outside of  religion. Acts of  compassion, 
selflessness, altruism, and an experience of  inner peace are 
all characteristics of  spirituality. According to a 1997 sur-
vey of  spiritual trends in the United States, “96 percent of  
Americans believe in God or in a universal spirit.” Today, 
people in the U.S. look to their spirituality for practical ap-
plications—for example, “to promote healing, especially in 
cases where medications and other treatment cannot provide 
a cure.” In a 1994 survey of  people hospitalized in North 
Carolina and Pennsylvania, 77 percent felt that their doctors 
should consider their spiritual needs (USA Today 2004). This 
suggests that people in the U.S. appreciate the real benefits 
that can come through spirituality.

The National Institute for Healthcare Research has initi-
ated a study looking into this important aspect of  spirituality. 
It is believed that a person’s most deeply held beliefs strongly 
influence health, and that a positive attitude towards a seri-
ous illness will help with recovery. Forgiveness, interestingly, 
is also vitally important. A 1997 Stanford study found that 
college students trained to forgive someone who had hurt 
them were significantly less angry, more hopeful, and better 
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able to deal with strong emotions than those who were not 
trained to forgive. These studies found that love and social 
and emotional support were as important to people’s spiritu-
al health as prayer (USA Today 2004).

Others speak of  spiritual wellness, a sense that life is 
meaningful, has purpose, and brings humanity together. 
Many people have spiritual needs, and as social beings, we 
feel a need to be connected to others. These feeling encour-
age actions such as prayer and meditation, seeking content-
ment (to seek the brighter side of  life), forgiveness as an ef-
fort to reestablish relationships, religious attendance (sharing 
one’s spirituality with a community), and altruistic behavior. 
So it is faith as well as hope that power most of  us on this 
spiritual journey toward well-being (Hoeger. Turner and 
Hafen 2003).

Theologian Dr. Charles Stanley (1996) presents a Chris-
tian perspective on forgiveness.  Using the letters of  the var-
ious disciples of  the New Testament—including John, Paul, 
and Matthew—he shows that if  you forgive another person, 
it is the same as if  God were forgiving them. Furthermore, 
God will look at the forgiver with great favor. Stanley passes 
along some lessons on how to forgive, as well as commenting 
on the consequences of  forgiveness. He gives practical sug-
gestions about how to face the individual who hurt you and 
how to go about forgiving him or her. He also speaks about 
self-forgiveness, because in doing so healing is possible. He 
says that it is psychological and spiritually unhealthy to con-
tinue being the victim and suffer as a result. 

Addressing the issue of  unforgiveness, Stanley has this 
to say:

Unforgiveness is actually a form of  hatred. ‘Oh, you 
may say, ‘I don’t hate anybody.’ By such a statement, you 
probably mean that you wouldn’t murder anybody or 
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do anything intentionally to harm another person. But 
ask yourself  these questions: Do I avoid encountering a 
certain person? Do I find it difficult to speak well of  a 
certain person? Does the very thought of  a particular 
person make me cringe or clench my fist? If  your answer 
is yes, you are harboring hatred in the form of  unforgive-
ness (Stanley 1996: 62)

Stanley maintains that hatred exists in various degrees 
and that an unforgiving spirit is marked by hatred. We know 
that when we have such a feeling we cannot shake the pain 
or memory of  the hurt done to us. We cannot honestly wish 
the offending person well—on the contrary, we often want 
them to feel pain, to suffer and hurt to the degree we have 
hurt and suffered.

There are other consequences of  unforgiving, according 
to Dr. Stanley. We may experience emotional bondage, and 
these memories may be tormenting, causing us to relive the 
pain we experienced. We may experience damaged relation-
ships due to anger, quarreling, and other emotional erup-
tions. We can suffer spiritually because we feel that we can-
not face unavoidable human suffering. Lastly, unforgiveness 
harbors anger, puts a heavy burden on our immune systems, 
and causes us stress and feelings of  betrayal.

Biil Fields (2005) uses the Christian principle of  reconcil-
iation. He offers eight steps: confession by the offender to the 
offended; identifying the Biblical principles violated; deter-
mining how the offended person was offended; recalling sim-
ilar offenses experienced by the offender; having the offender 
restate their offense while expressing Godly sorrow and wait 
for the offended’s response; restating the response in their 
own words while expressing Godly sorrow; having offenders 
ask what they might do differently so as to not harm again; 
and, lastly, offering restitution.
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Engaged Spirituality 
By engaged spirituality we mean sustained moral action 

on behalf  of  others that is motivated by selfless love and 
kindness, rather than by selfish motives on the part of  those 
helping. Jack Berry and colleagues (2005) state:

Warmth-based virtues (e.g., love, compassion, and gen-
erosity) contribute to cooperation and warm emotional 
bonds. Conscientiousness-based virtues (e.g., self-control, 
forbearance, and justice) inhibit selfish and antisocial be-
havior. We suggest that there are individual differences in 
the degree to which people value and practice the virtues 
in these two classes. Furthermore, differential preferenc-
es for the two classes of  virtues should predict differential 
responses to transgressions (Berry et al 2005: 144).

Dr. Berry proceeds to present data concerning individual 
differences in preferences for the practice of  moral virtues 
(Berry 2004).

There is a positive correlation between faith or religion 
and healing. For many, prayer, not only for loved ones but for 
those one does not know, helps in the healing process. Eighty-
four percent of  Americans think that praying for the sick im-
proves their chance of  recovery, and 28 percent think that re-
ligion and medicine should be separate. People who regularly 
attend church tend to live longer than people who are not 
churchgoers. Using brain scans, scholars found that medita-
tion can change brain activity and improve immune response; 
other studies show it can lower heart rate and blood pressure, 
both of  which reduce the body’s stress responses. Forgiveness 
also has been found to have an impact on health and wellness. 
University of  Michigan School of  Public Health researcher 
Neil Kraus found that people who forgive easily tend to en-
joy greater psychological well-being and suffer less depression 
than those who hold grudges (Kalb 2003).
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While there are critics of  this connection, two thirds of  
the studies find significant associations between religious be-
lief  and well-being: life satisfaction, hope, purpose, meaning, 
and lower rates of  depression, anxiety, and suicide. Seven-
ty of  the 120 medical schools in the United States—from 
Harvard to Stanford—offer specific courses on spirituality or 
incorporate spiritual themes into their curricula (Kalb 2003).

Sir John Templeton donated millions annually to study 
the intersections of  prayer, physical healing, love, forgive-
ness, reconciliation, and related studies. The National In-
stitute of  Health spent $3.5 million on “mind/body stud-
ies” (Kalb 2003). Many in the medical field, such as Duke 
University’s Harold Koenig, Harvard’s Herbert Benson, and 
Stanford’s Robert Sapolsky, are finding that this kind of  re-
search is valuable.

Stanczak and Miller think of  spirituality as “an integral 
part of  everyday life among people who are dedicating them-
selves to social service. As an integral aspect of  everyday life, 
spirituality is a feeling, an experience, a relationship, a con-
nection of  intimate practices that, much like other feelings 
or relationships in our lives, takes on the texture and color of  
what is going on around us. For some people, this means that 
spirituality must address the injustices that they perceive at 
work, the poverty that they see in their communities, or the 
global disparities that are so apparent in health services in 
developing nations” (Stanczak and Miller 2004: 5–6).

Inherited engagement is the connection between social and 
spiritual commitment that can be derived from family prac-
tice or long-term involvement within religious institutions. 
For example, Rabbi Leonard Beerman’s lifelong com-
mitment to justice was founded on his family’s experience 
during the Great Depression. To individuals like Beerman, 
the combination of  social commitment and spirituality is the 
only way to express faith that is deeply fused with one’s sense 
of  identity. The idea of  learned engagement suggests that the 
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pluralism and diversity of  collegiate independence can open 
up many religious options, such as new ways of  practice, dis-
cussions on histories of  social engagement, or new philoso-
phies about spiritual commitments to social change. Emile 
Durkheim describes the power of  the social encounter as one 
of  the universally fundamental building blocks of  religious 
sentiment and meaning.

A spiritual epiphany in the form of  visions, dreams, voices, 
or an overwhelming sense of  clarity and direction constitutes 
the most transcendent and experiential connection between 
social action and spirituality. The basis of  these transforma-
tions is perceived as undeniably otherworldly.

Serving as a community volunteer is a structured embodi-
ment of  the Good Neighbor. The volunteer works within his 
or her community, providing direct services or aid as part of  
an organized form of  social service and, although spiritually 
motivated, may or may not publicly express this spiritual mo-
tivation. The conventional modern American image is the 
soup kitchen volunteer, which for many is their first intro-
duction to service work. Similarly, the moral advocate focuses 
their spirituality on public education of  particular issues or 
attempts to initiate changes in social policy or community 
development. Advocates are the instigators of  policy change 
or community development; they are the educators, and the 
mouthpieces for particular platforms of  social change and 
they can work either within or outside of  institutional chan-
nels.

A visionary prophet sees the world not only as it is but also 
as it could be. Often the visionary acts in ways that disregard 
seemingly insurmountable odds. Spiritual practices are reg-
imented parts of  everyday life and often occur at scheduled 
times or in patterned ways. The five daily calls to prayer at 
the core of  Islamic religious life, or the resurgence of  the 
Daily Office among Christians, are notable examples of  
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collective daily practice. These strictly scheduled practices 
connect each day with an otherworldly source.

Other individuals feel empowerment directly and literally 
as an embodied manifestation of  a palpable physical force. 
This force might be articulated through a feeling of  courage, 
strength, or energy but is typically experienced first physical-
ly. There is a common thread of  transcendence or otherworld-
liness that infuses individuals with power. These individuals 
continually and solemnly refer to moments that could not be 
rationally explained.

Many people feel their spirituality in a sense of  com-
munity, both real—in terms of  one’s friends, family, or reli-
gious congregation—and within imagined communities (for 
example, historical lineage of  others who have engaged in 
similar endeavors for millennia), or in the greater commu-
nal body of  the faithful around the globe. These individuals 
create connections to a tradition that provides cultural roots, 
affirmation, and validity for socially enacting one’s spirituali-
ty. In doing so, they generate feelings of  solidarity, love, trust, 
respect, unity, and belonging (Stanczak and Miller 2004).

We are seeing an increase in spirituality in our young 
people. Alexander Astin (2003) conducted a large sur-
vey—112,232 students, from 236 colleges and universities 
across the United States --- that focused on the spiritual de-
velopment of  college students and their involvement with so-
ciety.  One of  the questions asked was, “How would you de-
scribe your current views on spirituality/religious matters?” 
Eighty percent of  these college students responded that they 
are interested and tolerant in exploring their spirituality. 
Even though Elizabeth Svoboda (2005) documents that uni-
versities are often reluctant to offer courses that encourage 
the pursuit of  such spiritual investigation, students can find 
their spirituality through many paths—for example, as com-
munity volunteers or moral advocates.
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Epiphany  
What epiphany promotes some scholars to look at the 

topic of  engaged spirituality? How do scholars become inter-
ested in engagement? Recently I reviewed Flourishing: Positive 
Psychology From a Life Well Lived (2003), a collection of  essays 
edited by Cory Keyes and Jonathan Heidt. Martin Selig-
man, a contributor to that volume, relays the following story: 
One day, Seligman was in the garden doing some weeding. 
His five-year-old daughter Nikki was present, but instead of  
helping with the weeding, she was throwing weeds in the air 
and dancing around. Seligman became irritated with her, 
because he had a goal in mind: to finish the weeding. He 
proceeded to yell at her and caused her to leave. After a while 
she returned and said to him, “Daddy I want to talk to you. 
You may not have noticed, but do you remember how I was 
before my fifth birthday? From the time I was three until 
I was five, I was a whiner, I whined every day, but when I 
turned five, I decided not to whine anymore. And that was 
the hardest thing I have ever done—but I did it, so if  I can 
stop whining, Daddy, can you stop being grumpy?” This re-
al-life episode had a profound effect on Seligman, who real-
ized that he indeed was always grumpy and grouchy and that 
his daughter Nikki was correct. For 50 years he had walked 
around acting grumpy despite being surrounded by a wife 
and children who were all “rays of  sunshine.” In some sense, 
this single event made Seligman the father of  “Positive Psy-
chology,” a field that has recently come into its own.

One dramatic example, previously mentioned, is the 
story of  psychologist Everett Worthington and the murder 
of  his mother. Stanford psychologist Frederic Luskin (2002) 
was motivated by an unpleasant and dramatic fall-out with 
a friend he valued greatly. Psychiatrist Aaron Lazare (2004) 
relates a similar experience, in which two friends betrayed his 
trust, causing anger and a need for understanding. Sociol-
ogist Nicholas Tavuchis (1991) had a similar experience of  
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hurt. He says, “I trace my interest in apology to a bitter argu-
ment I had many years ago with someone close and dear to 
me. The precise details have faded from memory, but I can 
still recall feeling hurt, wronged, and angered by the accusa-
tion of  misconduct and insensitivity’ (1991: 1).

We can see that there are a variety of  reasons why peo-
ple get passionately involved with a subject. But is it possi-
ble, in the absence of  dramatic epiphanies, to move more 
people from simply being bystanders to getting involved with 
others? How can we begin to inculcate and disseminate the 
behaviors of  helping, getting spiritually engaged, and acting 
as moral exemplars so that more people will benefit their 
neighbors, their communities and the world?

Love, Empathy, And Forgiveness 

One word frees us of  all the weight and pain of  life. That word is love.
-Sophocles

Closely connected with forgiveness is the power of  love. 
“Without love what have we got? A world without a heart.” 
This quote, from one of  the more than 500 rescuers of  Jews 
in Nazi-occupied Europe that we interviewed, had an im-
portant impact on our thinking. In considering the ways that 
we interact when we apologize and forgive, love must take a 
central role.

“Love is the language that can be heard by the deaf, seen 
by the blind, and felt by the loneliest of  hearts. [It] is being 
happy for another person when they are happy, being sad for 
the other person when they are sad, being together in good 
times, and being together in bad times. Love is the source of  
strength...Love is the source of  life,” according to an Ohio-
based Christian church (Agape Love Ministries 2004).

Stephen Post, in Unlimited Love: Altruism, Compassion, and 
Service (2002), and with others in Research on Altruism and Love 
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(2003), outlines an important process he calls unlimited love. 
Citing Vladimir Solovyov (1853–1900), he says, “The mean-
ing and worth of  love, as a feeling, is that it really forces us, 
with all of  our being, to acknowledge for another the same 
absolute central significance, which because of  the power of  
our egoism, we are conscious of  only in our own selves. Love 
is important not as one of  our feelings but as the transfer of  
all our interest in life from ourselves to another, as the shift-
ing of  the very center of  our personal lives.” Post believes 
that those who have the virtue of  meaningful spirituality 
shape our love, and any spiritual transformation that is not a 
migration toward love is suspect” (Post 2003: 42).27

David Augsburger (1981) informs us that love helps us 
care enough to forgive. The following steps are part of  this 
process: 1) See the other as having worth and value; 2) See 
the other as equally precious; 3) Recognize that changing the 
past is impossible; 4) Work through anger and pain in order 
to risk trusting again; 5) Drop demands for a perfect, risk-free 
future. 6) Celebrate the forgiveness with love and compas-
sion. Augsberger reports that letting go allows feelings, views, 
and emotions to be fluid, and that accepting our humanity 
and our powerlessness to force others into perfection relaxes 
our grip on pain and allows ourselves to flow forward with 
time and be present with us, our companions, and the uni-
verse. He argues that this is only possible when love is part of  
one’s cognitive and emotional being, which is strongly cou-
pled with empathy and altruistic predisposition.

Menachem Eckstein (2001) argues that “Love, com-
passion, caring, [and] empathy are contagious and spread 
from those who are fortunate to have these positive process-
es to others who do not have [them).” It comes about as a 
matter of  kindness and expression of  caring. It is beautiful 
and “endless,” and we would like to see more of  it diffused. 
These ideas are “not just for the hassidically inclined, nor 
even just for Jews.” Rabbi Eckstein focuses on a “release 
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from self-centered consciousness, living the compassionate 
life, and the experience of  oneness with the universe. These 
ideals are common to all traditions.” (Eckstein 2001: 15)

My experience tells me that love is of  the utmost im-
portance, especially during childhood. At the age of  12, I 
found myself  trying to survive in a dangerous world without 
parents, family, friends, or loved ones. The Holocaust had 
deprived me of  all love and compassion. Until I was rescued, 
I felt lost, terrified, and alone. Then compassionate people 
took an interest in me and saved my life. After the war end-
ed, other people showed me not only that they loved me, but 
also that they cared about me and respected me. It is easy for 
me to understand the ways in which love-deprived children 
suffer. The research on the topic of  love shows that children 
who do not experience love early in their lives suffer the con-
sequences for the rest of  their lives.

At the “Works of  Love” conference, held at Villanova 
University in 2003, attending scholars produced the follow-
ing statement:

Unselfish love for all humanity is the most important 
point of  convergence shared by the world’s great spiritu-
al traditions. We marvel at the... power of  love, and find 
in it the best hope for a far better human future. People 
from all walks of  life, often those disadvantaged them-
selves, excel in love and kindness, not just for the nearest 
and dearest, but also as volunteers and advocates on be-
half  of  all the strangers (Works of  Love: 2003). 

Great numbers of  scholars have dealt with this positive 
social process we call love. Psychologists, theologians, phi-
losophers, social activists, marriage counselors, psychiatrists, 
and healing professionals of  all stripes have made a convinc-
ing case that without love human beings cannot flourish. 
Harry Harlow’s famous experiments with baby monkeys are 
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instructive as to the importance and value of  love to our suc-
cessful development. Harlow separated infant monkeys from 
their mothers and raised them in separate cages with two 
substitute “mothers,” one of  cloth and one of  metal wire. 
The wire “mother” had a bottle for the infant; the cloth 
“mother” did not. Although the infant monkeys were quick 
to determine that the wire mother had the bottle, and quick-
ly learned to feed there, afterward they went to the cloth 
“mother” for comfort. Harvard Medical School professor 
Mary Carlson was influenced by the Harlow study and its 
relevance to human deprivation and lack of  loving contact 
between mothers and their infants.28 When the infant mon-
keys were raised in a cage from which they could see, smell, 
and hear the mother monkeys but not touch them, the baby 
monkeys developed what Carlson called an “autistic like syn-
drome” with grooming, self-clasping, social withdrawal, and 
rocking.

Reporting on a study she did on orphanages in Romania, 
where conditions were shocking, the children were devoid of  
caring human contact, and their institutionalized care was 
not sufficient to maintain the social capacity for the human 
baby. The dictator Nicolae Ceausescu was a strong believ-
er in technological progress and was highly skeptical of  all 
things “touchy-feely.” He clamped down on psychology and 
social work, preferring engineering and science. He greatly 
favored policies to raise the birth rate and established institu-
tions for orphans and children whose parents could not care 
for them. Carlson’s observations have many implications for 
our society, where she sees a consistent relationship between 
poor care and increases in cortisol levels, which are associ-
ated with stress. Her research raises questions about what 
happens to American children in poor day care centers.

Thomas Lewis, Fari Amin, and Richard Lannon address 
the importance of  love in their major work, A General Theo-
ry of  Love (2000). They seek to answer questions about the 
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definition and meaning of  love, why people are unable to 
find it, and about loneliness and why it hurts. The authors 
raise the question of  the importance of  attractors, which are 
patterns that are more or less imprinted in the limbic sys-
tem from infant and childhood limbic connections. Lynn E. 
O’Connor notes that “Less than optimal limbic connecting, 
in whatever manner it fails to do the job, tends to get repeat-
ed throughout life in terms of  choice of  love partners and 
other close relationships” (O’Connor 2002). She agrees that 
people who have experienced dysfunctional and unloving 
parents tend to select and continue to select partners who 
essentially match the parents in some limbic way and that in 
the end are not good for them. Psychotherapy, when it works, 
helps to change the limbic patterns just enough to allow the 
person to begin to select more comfort-inducing partners 
and friends” (O’Connor 2002).

Faith-induced love is emphasized and embraced in Chris-
tianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, and 
Confucianism. For Christianity the notion of  love is uncon-
ditional and emphasizes acceptance, forgiveness, openness, 
oneness with all, and treating others as you would wish to be 
treated. In Buddhism, especially Tibetan Buddhism, we have 
seen that the concept of  bodhicitta means selfless or unselfish 
altruism, aspiration to relieve the sufferings of  all, compas-
sion, and service—also meaning love and forgiveness. There 
are a number of  examples from real life in which unlimited 
love and loving kindness are exhibited, including in the hos-
pice system and in L’Arche communities of  people who have 
developmental disabilities.

There are different kinds of  love, according to Anders 
Nygren in his book, Agape and Eros (1953). Nygren distinguish-
es romantic love (eros) from altruistic love (agape). Agape love 
is spontaneous and unmotivated, indifferent to values, cre-
ative, and initiates fellowship with God. Divine love is spon-
taneous, in that it does not look for reward. Divine love seeks 
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those who do not deserve it and can lay no claim to it. Agape 
love is God’s creative activity, and it initiates fellowship with 
God. It is deep, intimate, and selfless love, as portrayed in 
Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, 
and Confucianism. Judaism carries the message of  agape in 
the passage from Leviticus that states, “You shall not hate 
your brother in your heart...you shall love your neighbor as 
yourself ” (Leviticus 19:17). There is a similar statement in 
the New Testament: “You shall love your neighbor as your-
self ” (Mathew 22:39).

Stephen Post says, “In essence, unlimited love is abiding, 
regarding perspective and emotional attunement that affirms 
and serves all of  humanity unselfishly and unconditionally, 
without any exception whatsoever” (Post 2002:5). Others, 
such as John Templeton (1999), maintain that unlimited love 
is a form of  love that arises from every conceivable limit to 
embrace all of  humanity in joy, creativity, compassion, care, 
and generativity; it lies at the heart at of  all valid and worth-
while spiritual, religious, and derivative philosophical tradi-
tions. It is often associated with a divine presence that un-
derlies the cosmos and makes life a meaningful gift. Indeed 
the life of  unlimited love probably begins with the sense that 
every life is a gift. These explanations are the heart of  agape.

In his book, The Model of  Love: A Study of  Philosophical The-
ology (1993), Vincent Brümmer maintains that agape, what he 
calls “gift-love,” is the attitude of  giving oneself  in service to 
the other. He notes that two of  the most important classical 
examples of  the view that love is to be understood in terms 
of  eros or “need-love,” were Plato and St. Augustine. Brüm-
mer discusses gift-love in some depth. “There is thus no way 
for man to come to God, but only a way for God to come 
to man: the way of  divine forgiveness, divine love. Agape is 
God’s way to man” (Brümmer 1993: 128). Brümmer contin-
ues that all love that has any right to be called agape is nothing 
else but an outflow from the divine love. It has its source in 
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God—God is agape” (Brümmer 1993: 131). Brümmer argues 
that the way in which God loves us is the perfect example 
upon which we should try to pattern our love for each other. 
Thus, God’s love of  human beings can be understood as a 
supreme appreciation of  the individuality of  each person. 
Discussing gift-love, Brümmer says that agape love is a kind 
of  devotion for individuals to serve the good of  others. A 
residual, though latent, effect of  so doing is that we actually 
end up serving ourselves. In this sense, love is indeed uncon-
ditional love or gift-love, rather than a desire for fulfilling our 
own needs or interests.

In the Jewish tradition, it is stated that when we help oth-
ers lovingly and unconditionally, we at the same time help 
ourselves in the eyes of  God and humanity. Similarly, David 
J. Hassel (1985) states that love is other-centered and neces-
sarily includes a discovery of  God within this love. Under-
standably, Karol Wojtyla, the late Pope, said that “The desire 
for unlimited good for another person is really the desire that 
God has for that person” (Brümmer 1993: 139).

Rolf  M. Johnson (2001) speaks about care love and 
union-love. Care love means concern for the good or welfare 
of  someone or something. To love he says, in this case, is to 
care for or care about objects. The lover is concerned with 
the beloved and is supposed to act on its behalf. If  the object 
of  our care-love is endangered, our impulse is to protect it. 
Care-love is a form of  agape love. Also he cautions that it 
should be clearly understood that care-love has a universally 
moral purpose only because one could also lovingly care for 
someone who is evil and destructive. Johnson cites Russian 
philosopher Solovyov in arguing that “we must join with oth-
ers in order to join with God: we have no access to the divine 
as separate egos” (Johnson 2001: 95). Ilham Dilman speaks 
of  “gift-love, which is always directed to objects [that] the 
lover finds in some way intrinsically lovable...divine gift-love 
in the man enables him to love what is naturally unlovable: 
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lepers, criminals, enemies, morons, the sulky, superior, sneer-
ing” (Dilman 1998: 162).

I became acquainted with the philosophy of  Pitirim 
Sorokin in the late 1950s, when I was an undergraduate at 
Brooklyn College. One of  my sociology professors told me 
that Sorokin might have lost his sociological direction and 
might instead have become a “philosopher of  love.” This 
implied that Sorokin was not worth reading, because he was 
not sociological or scientific-despite the fact that he had writ-
ten 40 important books in sociology and had 400 articles 
published in professional journals. Sorokin’s major works 
have been translated into at least 19 different languages and 
are read and discussed around the world. That single, some-
what offhand comment by my professor made me curious 
about this philosopher of  love. In 1976, I became even more 
interested in his philosophy because of  his creation of  the 
Center of  Creative Altruism at Harvard University. I wanted 
to know what he meant by “creative altruism,” so I started 
investigating his writings. Besides reading his works, and the 
thoughts of  those who critiqued him, I also wrote to some of  
his famous students who were by then full professors-scholars 
such as Neil Smeltzer, Robert Merton, and Edward Tiryaki-
an because I wanted to find out what kind of  a scholar So-
rokin was. Each of  them had something profoundly positive 
to say about Sorokin and his work. Some also commented on 
his conflict with the new upstart, Talcott Parsons, who later 
succeeded him as chair of  the Department at Harvard.

Sorokin’s monumental work, Social and Cultural Dynamics, 
and numerous other works, including the Ways and Power of  
Love (1954), have examined major social processes and how 
change occurs. Sorokin looked at 2,500 years of  civilization 
to determine what causes social change. One of  the posi-
tive social processes was love, which he felt was not well ex-
amined by social scientists. Sorokin felt love to be less well 
understood because social scientists tried to emulate the 
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methods of  physical scientists, involving themselves deeply 
in measuring and testing hypotheses. He was not very im-
pressed with this direction. As a matter of  fact, he accused 
social scientists, especially sociologists, of  being involved in 
“quantomania” and *quantophenia”; testing little theories, 
subjecting them to rigorous statistical analysis, and coming 
up with results that are not earthshaking. Sorokin proposed 
another way of  knowing: He introduced the notion of  inte-
gralism, which is a system of  thought that has the potential 
to fundamentally alter and redirect the social scientist in a 
positive and creative direction. The fundamental ideas of  in-
tegralism are found in the writings of  St. Thomas Aquinas, 
Pope John Paul II, and Sorokin himself. Integralism, which 
Sorokin formulated in the 1940s, offers a unique perspective 
in the social sciences, because it rests on the fundamental as-
sumption that reality contains physical/empirical, rational/
meaningful, and supersensory/super rational components. 
Therefore, the development of  social scientists should in-
clude components that affect each part of  this reality, and 
the epistemology should include methods of  cognition that 
can be adapted to each of  these aspects.

Sorokin’s approach was a blending of  Eastern and West-
ern philosophical focus, fusing the truth found in human 
experience—truth of  the mind, the senses, and the spir-
it. Sorokin maintained that integralism would free us from 
the pitfalls of  one-dimensional thought and instrumental 
knowledge. He found it to be a necessary corrective to past 
domination by an instrumental but shortsighted and often 
destructive form of  knowledge. Sorokin argued that sociol-
ogists spend too much time studying destructive social be-
havior, crime, violence, and war. If  we wish to improve the 
human condition we should start emphasizing and under-
standing the positive aspects of  humanity. With the help of  a 
Lilly endowment, Sorokin established the Harvard Center of  
Creative Altruism, which sponsored many studies. Sorokin’s 
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research now positively impacts psychology and the topics of  
altruism, apology and forgiveness.

Biology And Forgiveness 
There is little emotional activity that goes on in our brains 

that does not have a corresponding physical (bodily) reac-
tion. For more than two decades, scientists have used various 
types of  devices to scan brain activity while subjects are con-
ducting certain tasks or thinking certain types of  thoughts. 
Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) scanners 
are now used by researchers. Human activity “lights up” one 
or more parts of  the brain on the MRI screen. A luminous 
spot represents intense electrical firing of  nerve circuits or an 
unusually intense blood flow and oxygen consumption at a 
certain locale in the brain.

Science writer Keay Davidson (2004) reports that scien-
tists have used fMRI evidence to find a link between empathy 
and physical pain: “When someone says, ‘I feel your pain,’ it 
isn’t just an expression of  empathy—it may literally be true.” 
The pain-sensing part of  our brains switches on when we’re 
aware that someone else is in pain. And the more we feel 
empathy for someone else’s pain, the greater the activity in 
the pain-sensing regions of  our brain. Empathy, the ability to 
grasp the feelings of  others, is one of  humanity’s most cher-
ished traits. It is associated with great humanitarians, social 
activists, philanthropists, insightful novelists, and artists. 

Recent research by Dr. Tania Singer of  University Col-
lege London points toward a neurological basis for empathy: 
“our brains’ ability to mimic the ‘internal bodily states’ of  
others inside the neural jungle of  our own noggins” (Da-
vidson 2004: A2). The subjects were 16 male-female cou-
ples who were placed inside an fMRI scanner. The scien-
tists applied painful stimulation-electric shocks or heat—to 
the women’s right hands.” Each woman faced a computer 
screen, and before each stimulation, she was informed by the 
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computer when she was about to be hurt and by what inten-
sity of  pain. Later, the women’s brains were scanned while 
they observed similar pains inflicted on their husbands. The 
fMRI scans showed that when women observed the suffering 
of  their mates, the same parts of  the women’s brains illumi-
nated as when they expected, thanks to the computer alert, 
to be hurt themselves.

Our ability to empathize may have evolved from a sys-
tem for representing our own internal bodily states. Our 
capacity to tune into others when exposed to their feelings 
may explain why we do not always behave selfishly in human 
interactions but instead engage in altruistic, helping behav-
ior. The journal Neuron reported fMRI evidence of  how our 
brains distinguish between people who “play fair” and those 
who cheat (Davidson 2004: A2). The result of  brain imaging 
experiments shows that human beings activate something 
within their brains when they see another person performing 
an action. That concept is currently understood as “mirror 
neurons,” which implies that when people see joy or stress, 
they reflect the emotion they witness in sympathy. Singer 
and her colleagues had volunteers play the game “Prisoner’s 
Dilemma,” which tests how well two “prisoners” cooperate 
with each other. In the game, under certain circumstances, 
cooperation pays dividends; in other instances, cheating pays 
off. By fMRI-scanning the volunteers, Singer and her team 
discovered that the volunteers’ brains illuminated in certain 
ways to players perceived as fair and differently to those re-
garded as cheaters. Such fMRI research is a new, high-tech 
contribution to long-standing debates over the possible bio-
logical roots of  moral behavior.

For decades evolutionary biologists have argued over 
why humans and other animals risk their lives to help others. 
According to the “selfish gene” hypothesis, altruism make 
little sense—at first glance anyway—because it is only our 
own lives and genes that matter. But scientists have offered 
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interesting arguments for why, under certain circumstances, 
altruism makes more sense. For example, it makes genetic 
sense for an elderly male to rescue a healthy young female 
relative who is genetically close to him, because her fertile 
years are still ahead of  her.

Neuropsychological analysis of  forgiveness may help us to 
understand mechanisms by which forgiveness contributes to 
improved psychological functioning. By utilizing autonomic 
and neurophysiological measures, in addition to more tradi-
tional psychological ones, some of  the direct effects of  for-
giveness may be measured. Decrease in heart rate, respiratory 
rate, anxiety, depression, feelings of  hostility and anger, and 
improved self  esteem have been associated with practices such 
as meditation designed to augment parasympathetic activity. 
Changes may therefore occur in patients going through the 
forgiveness process. One might utilize brain-imaging tech-
niques to measure aspects of  cerebral functioning related 
to forgiveness. Forgiveness may improve a person’s standing 
within the social group and enhance interpersonal relation-
ships, and the forgiveness process may strengthen interperson-
al bonds. Thus, encouraging forgiveness might be a powerful 
therapeutic intervention with transforming consequences.

Neuropsychological models suggest that forgiveness may 
ultimately have beneficial effects on the body, such as de-
creased levels of  stress hormones and improvements in sleep 
patterns. Forgiveness and healing may go hand in hand. It is 
difficult to accomplish one without the other, and neuropsy-
chological analysis of  forgiveness may help to delineate why 
forgiveness is such an important phenomenon psychologically, 
physically, and spiritually. 

Interpersonal And Intergroup 
Forgiveness 

There are different types of  forgiveness, from interper-
sonal to intergroup, and the factors and influences involved 
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range from spirituality to love and empathy. Researchers 
have found neuropsychological correlations to forgiveness, 
and scholars see forgiveness as a critical distinction between 
restorative and retributive justice (see Chapter 6).

Apology can be an effective tool in reconciliation, but 
not if  it is perceived as insincere. One example was found at 
the “Home Reading Room Message Board”. Similarly, false 
forgiveness also obstructs reconciliation. Just as there are 
conditional false apologies, such as “I am sorry for what you 
made me do,” there is false forgiveness, which does not really 
resolve the issue for the offender or for the offended. Some 
who are skeptical of  forgiveness as a part of  reconciliation 
are quick to point to these kinds of  ineffectual instances of  
apology and forgiveness as the norm. But, as we know from 
our own experience, though some apologies and forgiveness 
exchanges may be attempts at a “quick fix,” there are also 
many examples of  sincere apology and forgiveness that form 
the basis of  understanding and reconciliation.

There is evidence that people who are hurt and in pain 
are looking and longing for forgiveness. Recently, when con-
ducting research on the Internet, we found numerous mes-
sages of  apology asking for forgiveness.

Please forgive me for I know not what I do. All I wanted 
to do was make you happy. All I wanted to do was show 
you how nice and tender I can be. Please forgive me. I 
know sometimes I might have made mistakes. But I come 
to you, asking you, please forgive me. I just want you to 
know how I feel about you. So, I come to you asking, 
please forgive (Forgivenessweb.com 2001).

We don’t know how effective such public notices are, but 
there are many of  them, which seems to indicate that many 
people feel they have done wrong and are seeking reconcilia-
tion and hoping to reestablish harmony in their relationships. 
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Interpersonal Forgiveness
Mark Umbreit relates the following story as an example 

of  a victim with a need to forgive in order to restore her own 
wellbeing:

Sarah contacted me shortly after the parole hearing and 
expressed her strong inner sense of  needing to meet 
the very man who killed her father so many years ago. 
Other than her husband, the rest of  her family had no 
interest in following this path. From the very beginning 
it was clear that she was yearning to find peace with-
in herself  and her immediate family. Many months of  
separate preparation followed with both Sarah and Jeff. 
During our in-person separate meetings, I was able to 
understand the life context and needs of  Sarah and her 
husband Rick, as well as Jeff, the offender. In addition to 
much deep compassionate listening to their stories, I ex-
plained how the process works and the fact that there are 
both benefits and risks in such a dialogue, particularly if  
people enter the process with unrealistic expectations. I 
also pointed out that even though many who have chosen 
a similar path of  restorative dialogue have reported the 
encounter to be very therapeutic, the actual dialogue is 
not a form of  psychotherapy. Jeff felt tremendous remorse 
for what he had done and was willing, though scared, to 
meet with Sarah. For all, this must be an entirely vol-
untary process. It became increasingly clear in Sarah’s 
own words that she was on an intense spiritual journey 
to reclaim her soul, her sense of  meaning, balance, and 
wholeness in life.
     The mediated dialogue was held in a maximum-se-
curity prison. Sarah’s husband was present, as well as a 
support person that Jeff chose. Mediated dialogue refers 
to a humanistic approach that is very nondirective, hon-
oring the healing power of  silence and one’s presence. 
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My comediator and I practiced mindfulness through 
centering and breath work both during the preparation 
and in the dialogue so that our egos and voices stayed out 
of  the way, to allow Sarah and Jeff’s strength and wisdom 
to emerge and flow as it needed to. After very brief  open-
ing comments by the mediators, we entered an extended 
period of  silence as Sarah sobbed and tried to find her 
voice to tell her story. As mediators, we did not inter-
vene to move the process along. Instead, we remained 
silent. We knew she had the strength, and our mindful-
ness practice allowed us to stay out of  the way. Sarah 
and Jeff told us later that the energy of  our presence, the 
nonverbal language of  our spirit, was vital to the process 
being safe and respectful of  their needs and abilities. Af-
ter nearly four minutes, Sarah found her voice and her 
story of  trauma, loss, and yearning for healing flowed 
out with strength and clarity. Jeff then offered his story 
of  what happened, how it has affected his life, and the 
enormous shame he felt.
     They continued to share deeper layers of  their stories, 
interspersed with lingering questions both had. After five 
hours, and shortly before the session ended, following 
another moment of  extended silence, perhaps a minute, 
Sarah looked directly at Jeff and told him she forgave 
him for killing her father. She made it clear that this for-
giveness was about freeing herself  from the pain she had 
carried with her for more than twenty years. She hoped 
this forgiveness might help him as well, but Sarah said she 
could not set her spirit free without forgiving him. Sarah 
had never indicated in our many months of  preparation 
that forgiveness was an issue she was struggling with, 
nor did we raise the issue. When she and her husband 
came to the prison for the dialogue with Jeff, she had no 
plan whatsoever to offer forgiveness. Yet in the powerful 
moment of  confronting her greatest fear, Sarah (spoke] 
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of  how she felt within her soul that this is the moment 
to free myself.” In post-dialogue interviews with Sarah 
and Jeff, they both indicated the enormous effect this en-
counter had on their lives. Sarah spoke of  how meeting 
Jeff was like going through a fire that burned away her 
pain and allowed the seeds of  healing to take root in her 
life. She spoke of  how before meeting Jeff she carried the 
pain of  her father’s death like an ever-present large back-
pack. After meeting Jeff, the pain [became] more like a 
small fanny-pack, still present but very manageable and 
in no way claiming her life energy and spirit, as before. 
Jeff reported a sense of  release and cleansing, as if  his 
spirit was set free as well (Umbreit 2005 with permission 
from the author).

There are many definitions of  interpersonal forgiveness 
(Enright and North 1998). Interpersonal forgiveness, as dis-
tinguished from divine forgiveness, has as its major purpose 
to reduce the possibility of  vengeance, revenge, or retaliation 
against those who have harmed us, thereby increasing rec-
onciliation. This is pragmatic. Michael McCullough, Everett 
Worthington, and Kenneth Rachal (1997) define forgiveness 
as “a summary term representing efforts to reduce the mo-
tivation to avoid and to seek revenge and increase the mo-
tivation to reconcile or seek conciliation” (McCullough et al 
1997: 229).

There are many situations that may call for forgiveness 
from people, including victims of  crime, unethical work 
practices, workplace aggression, or discrimination, people 
who are unemployed; targets for racial, ethnic, gender, age, 
or religious discrimination, and members of  ethnic groups 
that have a history of  conflict and harm. Other groups that 
also may be included are separated or divorcing parents and 
their children, victims of  child abuse, people involved in in-
terfamily and intergenerational conflict, people dealing with 
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unfaithful partners, and those who have been harmed or re-
jected by deceased parents. The list truly is endless. Forgive-
ness would help heal these wounds by decreasing the likeli-
hood of  vengeance and increasing reconciliation.

How can we sensitize, inform, and “prove” to people 
around the world that it is possible for mankind to live with-
out hate, harm, war, and degradation of  the environment 
(Dozier 2002)? There are two powerful human forces ulti-
mately capable of  reversing the trend of  alienation and sep-
aration: The first is teaching, inculcating, and disseminating 
the positive consequences of  altruistic behavior. We have seen 
that genuine altruistic behavior is helpful and regenerative, 
that it is strongly associated with enhanced general health, 
and that it leads to more harmonious relations. The second 
powerful force is apology and forgiveness. We know that hurt 
and alienation have been proven to have negative effects on 
mental and physical health, causing stress and physical and 
psychological pain. Professional healers are aware of  this 
pain and the positive consequences of  interpersonal forgive-
ness. They advocate apology, forgiveness, and reconciliation 
as a process of  restoring loving and caring relations between 
individuals. A small percentage of  people avail themselves of  
these healers. However, we do not see the results of  the vast 
amount of  research being done in these areas by schools and 
universities around the country.

It will take a focused vision on the part of  educators to 
implement these ideas. In addition to the very important 
subjects of  reading, writing, math, science, and computers, 
should we not also spend time learning about the conse-
quences of  harming? There is evidence that not only the vic-
tim is harmed, but the offender suffers for hurting or shaming 
another person, often feeling guilty for these actions but not 
knowing how to resolve them. Those who have been offend-
ed tend to carry anger and resentment, feeling that somehow 
they deserved the treatment. Their resentment often leads to 
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a desire for vengeance. But positive, powerful social forces of  
altruism and apology/forgiveness can serve as an antidote 
to the spiraling need for vengeance. There are more than 
80 million students in classrooms from elementary to college 
levels. Surely some way ought to be found with our present 
state of  knowledge, to impress upon them how hurting or 
shaming others in their immediate environment has painful 
consequences and should be avoided.

The classic sociologist W. I. Thomas (1923) made a 
profound observation about how we treat each other as 
human beings. He is well known for his explanation that 
when a person defines a situation as real—whether it is 
real or not—it then becomes real in its consequences. This 
explains much about human behavior. For example, if  an 
employer defines African Americans as “lazy,” an unfair 
stereotype, that employer will be less likely to hire them. 
The employer has defined reality and makes real-life choic-
es based on that interpretation. We tend to define people 
as good or bad, as one of  “us” or one of  “them,” and then 
treat them accordingly.

There also is a psychological basis for forgiveness that 
consists of  the need to overcome guilt, rage, and the de-
sire for revenge, as well as a strong desire for reconciliation. 
There are several theories on the relationship between apol-
ogy, forgiveness, reparations, and the restoration of  harmo-
ny or reconciliation. Psychologist Seiji Takaku (2001) tested 
victims’ abilities to take the perspective of  the transgressor 
to facilitate the process of  forgiveness as a result of  disso-
nance/reduction motivation. He also investigates forgive-
ness as a model of  dissonance reduction. Takaku challenges 
some of  the explanations offered by authors such as En-
right (1995, 1998) and others. He agrees with the notion 
that sympathy, compassion, and love increase the likelihood 
of  positive behavior toward the offender. However, he feels 
that unless the offender takes the perspective of  the other, 



Apology and Forgiveness

291

and is thereby able to generate positive attributes toward 
the offender, forgiveness is less likely to be successful.

Takaku discusses other authors on perspective-taking. 
According to the correspondent inference theory (Jones and 
Davis 1965), if  a transgressor apologizes for a transgression, 
the victim is less likely to infer a negative judgment of  the 
transgressor’s personality. The offense and the intention that 
produced it are less likely to be perceived as corresponding 
to some underlying trait of  the offender. By breaking the 
link between the negative act and negative dispositional at-
tributes, apology facilitates the process of  interpersonal for-
giveness. Forgiveness is more likely when others perceive the 
offender as having had good reasons for committing the of-
fense, as in self-defense.

Holley Hodgins and Elizabeth Liebeskind (1999) ana-
lyzed two studies in which participants imagined themselves 
in “face-threatening” predicaments, examining the reproach 
and evaluation phases of  predicament management. In the 
first study, participants gave accounts of  their behavior after 
receiving hypothetical reproaches that were mild, moderate, 
or severe. Results showed that the severity of  the reproach 
influenced the so-called perpetrators’ accounts in opposite 
ways for females and males. Male perpetrators became more 
defensive under severe reproach, whereas females became 
less defensive. Expectations for a future relationship were 
more negative under severe reproach, and this was greater 
when the victim was an acquaintance rather than a friend. 
Individuals scoring high in self-determination were less de-
fensive under mild-to-moderate reproach but not under se-
vere reproach. In the second study, participants gave eval-
uations after receiving hypothetical accounts that varied in 
responsibility-taking. Results showed that greater responsi-
bility-taking led to more positive victim evaluations and more 
positive expectations for future relationships. The advantage 
of  responsibility-taking was especially pronounced when the 
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perpetrator was a friend, suggesting that friends are more 
likely to be forgiven than acquaintances when they do take 
responsibility and apologize, but not if  they fail to do so. Al-
though claiming the results as useful in analyzing apology 
and forgiveness. The authors offer the caveat that the exper-
iment scenarios may not fully and accurately reflect real life.

Another quandary occurs when someone does not ask 
for forgiveness such as Ali Agca, who attempted to assassi-
nate the late Pope, John Paul II. The Pope personally forgave 
his potential murderer when he went to see him. Ali did not 
appear to be repentant. Many religious teachings maintain 
that a person has to repent first in order to be forgiven. We 
also must forgive ourselves and not blame ourselves for being 
the victim.

Lewis B. Smedes reminds us that forgiving a person does 
not require us to reunite with the person who broke our trust 
(1984). We do not forgive because we are supposed to, but 
rather when we are ready to be healed. Waiting for someone 
to repent before we forgive is to surrender our future to the 
person who wronged us. Forgiving is not a way to avoid pain 
but to heal pain. Forgiving is done best when it is done toler-
antly.

Smedes maintains that forgiving is the only way to be fair 
to ourselves. Forgivers are not doormats; to forgive a person 
is not a signal that we are willing to put up with his behavior. 
We do not excuse the person we forgive, we blame the person 
we forgive. Forgiving is essential; talking about it is optional. 
When we forgive, we walk in stride with the forgiving God. 
When we forgive, we set a prisoner free and discover that the 
prisoner we set free is us.

Forgiving is a remedy for our pain but not for everybody 
else’s pain. It is not our pain until we own it. An odd notion: 
How does one “own” pain? We appropriate and acknowl-
edge that we have it and take responsibility for it. Smedes 
advises us of  five steps in forgiveness: 1) Think; come to as 
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much clarity as you can on what actually happened. 2) Eval-
uate; what is an accident? A misunderstanding? Lying? 3) 
Talk; consult with friends or counselors, and get the counsel 
that is needed after having been damaged. 4) Feel; take time 
to be alone with yourself  to contemplate and clarify your 
feelings. 5) Pray; forgiving is a tough act to perform when 
bad things have been done to us. Give yourself  a chance to 
be alone with yourself  and your spirituality.

Smedes maintains that forgiveness should not be done in 
haste. It has to take time. He suggests ten stages: 1) take your 
time; 2) size up the risks; 3) wait for a signal; 4) do it side-
ways—talk about other things first; 5) begin at the end-for-
giving hits its stride when the victim wishes good things for 
the victimizer; 6) don’t claim holy motives; 7) improvise; 8) 
make it short; 9) keep it light-don’t be too dramatic; and 10) 
give the other person time to respond.

The power of  forgiveness is formidable, Smedes says. 
The most creative power given to the human spirit is the 
power to heal the wounds of  a past it cannot change. We 
do our forgiving alone inside our hearts and minds; what 
happens to the people we forgive depends on them. The first 
person to benefit from forgiving is the one who does it. For-
giving happens in three stages: We rediscover the humanity 
of  the person who wronged us, we surrender our right to get 
even, and we wish that person well. We forgive people only 
for what they do, never for what they are. We forgive people 
only for wounding and wronging us; we do not forgive peo-
ple for things we do not blame them for. We cannot forgive 
a wrong unless we first blame the person who wronged us. 
Forgiving is a journey; the deeper the wound, the longer the 
journey.

In her book, Kathleen Griffin (2004) discusses steps for 
individual forgiveness. She maintains that forgiveness is lib-
erating, and those who are unforgiving carry a burden with 
them that diminishes their joy in life. She realizes that for 
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forgiveness to take place, one must forgive oneself  for being 
a victim. Griffin gives us various examples of  the positive 
effects of  forgiveness, including Michael Lapsley, an Angli-
can priest in Africa involved in the antiapartheid struggle. 
In 1990, South African authorities sent him a letter bomb, 
causing him to lose both hands and one eye. He did not want 
to be stuck in his state of  anger for the rest of  his life. Despite 
his suffering, he used the power of  forgiveness to transform 
himself  from a victim into a victor. Griffin concludes that 
those who have already been hurt and have forgiven their 
offender, or who have experienced forgiveness themselves for 
hurts they have caused others, are more able to forgive. Our 
study shows that these people understand forgiveness better 
and are thus better able to forgive further hurts as they go on 
in life.

Kathleen Griffin had been sexually molested, as had Su-
zanne Simon, who also found release in writing about her 
own molestation. Those who have been hurt, like these two 
women, may be motivated to study and write about it in or-
der to liberate themselves. Simon and her husband and co-
author clearly take this approach. Their book (1990) offers 
explanations of  forgiveness and discussions about its difficul-
ties. Forgiveness can be a long process. There is self-blame 
involved; the victim may feel that they themselves actually 
caused the pain. Forgiveness consists of  an internal process 
to seek liberation (Simon and Simon 1990). The Simons 
view it as a sign of  healthy self-esteem to let go of  intense 
emotions attached to past pain. They say that forgiveness 
involves accepting that nothing done to punish others will 
heal us. In order to heal, one must get rid of  self-blame, vic-
timhood, and indignation. Forgiving frees up all the energy 
consumed in holding the grudge and nursing wounds. An 
important first step in the forgiveness process is to refuse to 
deny the hurt or to downplay its impact. The victims will find 
themselves integrated when they are able to acknowledge 
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that the people who have hurt them may have been doing 
the best they could, and they may come to the realization 
that if  we are more than our wounds, then the ones who did 
harm must be more than their infliction of  those wounds. 
It is possible that healing our wounds can result in being an 
acceptance of  more loving relationships with people around 
us; it is possible to become closer, feel safer, experience more 
affection, experience more attention, as well as to feel more 
encouragement and validation of  our self-respect. Suzanne 
Simon described her own victimhood:

I reached the point where I no longer believed that being 
pretty or anything else about me drew my painful past 
experiences to me. Nothing I did made my father molest 
me. He did not have to do what he did—and because of  
him, my life was a mess. I was as powerless to change my 
life as I had been to prevent the abuse, I now thought. 
The situation was hopeless, I believed. I was not respon-
sible for what he had done—or anything else. I had been 
victimized, and that was reason enough not to do any-
thing more than just getting by (1990: 122).

This victimhood stage has many negative effects, from 
low self-esteem to the perceived need to victimize others. 
These effects occur until victims, as Simon said, “take off 
their blinders” and make room for a positive outlook, visual-
izing a different, brighter future. Smedes mentions the story 
of  the German seeking forgiveness from Simon Wiesenthal, 
a Holocaust survivor, for having committed atrocities in the 
village of  Dnepropetrovsk. The German had murdered 
many Jews by trapping them in a framed house, dowsing 
the house with gasoline, and setting fire to it. When people 
jumped out of  the windows, he and other soldiers shot them. 
Wiesenthal could not forgive him, because he felt that only 
the victims could forgive.
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Patterson and Roth (2004) address the important ques-
tion, is forgiveness possible after Auschwitz? And if  so, how 
can the victims who are dead forgive those perpetrators who 
are still alive? Thus, it raises a quandary: perhaps forgive-
ness is not possible. Haas (2004) addresses forgiveness from 
the Jewish perspective, citing the famous Jewish philosopher 
Maimonides, who maintained, “For one who sins against 
his fellow and his fellow dies before he asks forgiveness of  
him, he is to bring ten people and stand at the grave of  the 
victim, and say in front of  them, ‘I have sinned against the 
LORD, God of  Israel, and against so-and-so by doing such-
and-such, [such as mass murder]. And if  he owes him rec-
ompense, he returns it to his heirs, and if  he does not know 
who the heirs are, he gives the recompense to the court and 
makes confession” (Haas 2004: 9). There are some victims 
of  the Holocaust who have forgiven the Nazis their atroci-
ties. For instance, Sidney Finkel, a Holocaust survivor who 
went through hell in various concentration camps, has since 
forgiven the Nazis for the trauma he experienced. “I began 
the unthinkable process of  forgiving the German people, 
and it has released me.”29 Another example of  forgiveness 
is the recent Virginia Tech massacre. Christine Hauser—in 
her article published in 2007, titled “Virginia Tech Sets Out 
to Preserve Objects of  Grief, Love, and Forgiveness”30—
describes several students’ reactions to the shooter, Seung 
Hui Cho, who murdered 32 people, including students and 
faculty at Virginia Tech in April of  2007—and then turned 
the gun on himself. The students are quoted in the article as 
saying, “Dear Cho, you are not excluded from our sorrow 
in death, although you thought you were excluded from our 
love in life.” Another student wrote three words, “I forgive 
you” (Hauser 2007: A17).

Smedes believes if  we concentrate on getting even, we 
will never see an end to cruelty and violence. There is no 
chance that Muslims will get even with the Serbs, or that the 
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Bloods will get even with the Crips. The more likely scenario 
is that in following the lure of  vengeance and retribution, 
they will kill each other until all are dead, which does not 
resolve anything. We have to break the chain of  retribution 
and start thinking about forgiveness.

Likewise, philosophers such as Emmanuel Levinas and 
Paul Ricoeur imply that forgiving does not mean forgetting; 
but if  we refuse to forgive, we may block a brighter future 
and any relation between the offspring of  the harmed and 
the harm-doer. As I have maintained, some acts are unfor-
givable, but perhaps we need to look at the offspring of  vic-
tims and victimizer, who may have an obligation or moral 
authority to have an honest conversation about the tragedy 
affecting their families and subsequently themselves. This no-
tion that only the victims can forgive gets us nowhere when 
the victims are dead. Pollefeyt (2004) speaks about substitute 
forgiveness, meaning that the descendants of  the victims may 
have to get involved in forgiveness. He says, “I believe, how-
ever, that it is as illogical to refuse forgiveness in the name 
of  the victims as it is to grant forgiveness in their name. Re-
fusing to grant forgiveness is also a way of  speaking in the 
name of  the victims. Such acts are inappropriate attempts to 
‘manage’ history” (Pollefeyt 2004: 65). Pollefeyt suggests that 
an intergenerational bond may be formed between victims 
and victimizers. One should not blanket the entire German 
population as those who were perpetrators and murderers 
of  Jews. One reason offered is that offspring of  both the 
perpetrators and the victims were born after the Holocaust; 
neither were involved in the event. Goodstein (2000) sug-
gests that the document, Dabru Emet: A Jewish Statement on 
Christians and Christianity, which was signed in 2000 by Jewish 
leaders of  all ranks, may be a hopeful step in the direction of  
reconciliation.31

To further emphasize the importance of  offspring lead-
ing the way to forgiveness, authors Ervin Staub and Laurie 
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Anne Pearlman (2001) believe the incorporation of  offspring 
in education is a step in the right direction. If  the offspring 
of  Jewish Holocaust survivors share the same schoolrooms 
as German descendants, through mutual learning and un-
derstanding they may be able to begin the process of  rec-
onciliation. The authors’ emphasis upon this incorporation 
of  offspring into mixed groups stems from their research in 
Rwanda, where they observed that the truth telling of  vic-
tims of  the Rwandan genocide seemed to aid the forgiveness 
and reconciliation process after decades of  political unrest 
between the Hutu and Tutsi.

Truth telling as a path leading to forgiveness can be em-
inently practical, as in Nelson Mandela’s implementation of  
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in post-apartheid 
South Africa. There, the first step in forgiving is speaking 
honestly about what has happened and taking responsibil-
ity for doing wrong. Forgiveness is the price of  reunion; it 
requires honesty about the person who wounded us and 
weighs future possibilities if  one forgives or remains angry. 
Smedes says:

The heart of  my answer to the complaint against for-
giving is that forgiving is the only way to get ourselves 
free from the trap of  persistent and unfair pain. Far from 
being unfair, it is the only way for a victim to be fair to 
himself  or herself. Far from being a dishonest denial of  
reality, forgiving is not even possible unless we own the 
painful truth of  what has happened to us. Far from being 
alien to our human nature, forgiving dances to the melo-
dy of  our own true humanity (Smedes 1996: 62-63).

Forgiving serves the forgiver and the forgiven as a recip-
rocal act. Forgiving must heal our pain before it helps the 
person we forgive. The act of  forgiving is a wish for our per-
petrator to heal as well. For those who are not repentant, 
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forgiveness is a waste of  time. It is important to understand 
that those who caused the pain and hurt are responsible. 
In this regard, Smedes mentions “the blame-share fallacy,” 
which consists of  blaming ourselves for having caused the 
victimizer to victimize us; for example, blaming the Allies for 
the Versailles Treaty of  World War l, which crashed Germa-
ny’s economy and sparked World War II.

Arie Nadler and Tamar Saguy (2004) discuss what it 
would take to end conflict between nations. They maintain 
that apology alone may not be enough. As in interperson-
al forgiveness, it is necessary to first build trust between the 
groups, followed by social and emotional reconciliation. In 
some cases, a simple apology alone may not work. An ex-
ample might be in the conflict between Israelis and Pales-
tinians, in which much hatred and mistrust has developed 
over the years. What is required is slowly and surely building 
trust, beginning with face-to-face contacts between leaders, 
followed by other trust-building activities between people, 
organizations, and associations of  both groups. Nadler and 
Saguy conclude that trust is a necessary condition to lead to 
the resolution of  conflict.

Intergroup Forgiveness
In August 1995, the Prime Minister of  Japan, Tomiichi 

Murayama, gave a “heartfelt apology” for the brutal crimes 
his country committed during World War II. The question 
naturally arises: Can a national leader ask for forgiveness for 
an entire nation? We conclude it is possible, because leaders 
represent groups that were perpetrators of  the harm, even 
though not every member of  the group agrees. Even if  all the 
individuals who perpetrated the wrongs are dead, and none 
of  the current group members are in any way responsible 
for these past wrongs, the leader can still take the moral high 
ground on behalf  of  the group. This can lead to the elimina-
tion of  hatred and ultimately to reconciliation. Hatred is one 
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of  the most basic human emotions and is frequently justified, 
but it also proves to be a very persistent obstacle to forgive-
ness and reconciliation.

Forgiveness is not about reunion, nor does forgiving obli-
gate us to go back to previous situations. Forgiveness does not 
necessarily mean restoring relationships. Smedes maintains 
that we must have an inner push to forgive, and that with 
some people or in some situations, it is not possible. He cites 
a story from Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s book The Brothers Karam-
azov, about a young boy, the son of  a poor peasant woman, 
who throws pebbles at a cruel landowner’s dogs. The land-
owner, wanting to teach the boy a lesson, sets his vicious dogs 
on the child, and they tear him to pieces. How can a mother 
forgive someone for this?

Christina Montiel (2002) maintains that much of  the dis-
course on public forgiveness actually addresses private for-
giveness and calls for the development of  ideas and practices 
for public forgiveness in the social arena. Social political for-
giveness occurs when all members of  the group of  offended 
people engage in the forgiveness process in relation to an-
other group that is perceived to have caused a social hurt 
or offense. Montiel writes that “Public forgiveness requires 
sensitivity to the historical, cultural, and political contexts of  
both conflicting groups” and “Collective forgiveness arises 
along with cultural transformations” (Montiel 2002: 271). 
When Germany apologized for the Holocaust, for example, 
it transformed its society as it introduced democratic institu-
tions and changed its curriculum from dictatorial to demo-
cratic.

Intergroup forgiveness does not take place rapidly. It takes 
time, especially between unequal groups; the disadvantaged 
group must not be pressured into a quick accommodation. 
Healing has to take place slowly. Asking for forgiveness, in 
this social/political sense, must be performed by some pres-
tigious authority, such as a president or another important 
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leader. While the consequences of  private and interpersonal 
apology are much better known, social/political forgiveness, 
or collective  forgiveness is understudied.

Social thinkers, such as Vaclav Havel and Albert Einstein, 
maintain that we need to rid ourselves of  the destructive and 
straight-jacketed views of  human relations that guide us to 
confrontation rather than forgiveness and reconciliation. A 
global revolution in the sphere of  human consciousness and 
forgiveness is needed to improve human relations. A num-
ber of  solutions have been suggested to bring about a more 
caring world. The Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh (1993) 
tells us that what is needed is revitalization of  established 
religions, enabling them to be more relevant to the chang-
es in our time. Religions seem to have become stagnated in 
practices and rituals and have become hostile toward other 
religions.

We are concerned with how nations or groups can for-
give those who have committed unspeakable mass murders 
or genocide. How can Jews forgive those who participated in 
the Holocaust? How do Armenians overlook the genocide 
committed by the Turks? It is much easier to forgive lesser 
crimes and hurts; it is not so easy to forgive major crimes 
such as genocide. Leaders can make a profound difference. 
Chancellor Willi Brandt of  West Germany knelt in silent 
atonement at the site of  the Warsaw Ghetto. It may not 
have been therapeutic for the chancellor, but it raised global 
consciousness of  a hurt perpetrated by the German nation. 
Forgiveness has the power of  breaking the cycle of  victimiza-
tion and opens up space for political exploration that would 
otherwise be closed. Forgiveness is important toward rees-
tablishing peace. The emergence of  new sociopolitical insti-
tutions, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and citizen 
diplomats are opportunities for people to take part in im-
proving international relations by facilitating helping, heal-
ing, and reconciliation. Also encouraging is the important 
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push by some NGOs for economic, political, and restorative 
justice for all people on a global scale.

Henri Tajfels (1982; Tajfels and Turner 1986) developed 
a theory of  group identity, which suggests that human be-
ings divide the world into manageable categories to simplify 
matters. One of  the ways in which we do this is to define and 
join groups. Our sense of  identity depends upon our group 
memberships. This greatly eases the complexity of  our daily 
interactions with others, because we are not constantly re-
defining ourselves. Instead, the underlying assumptions that 
go with our group memberships give us a ready-made and 
fairly solid framework for action. At the same time, unfor-
tunately, discrimination, ethnocentrism, and hostility toward 
outgroups can be explained by this tendency to engage in 
categorization and identification. The notion of  ingroup vir-
tues and outgroup vices is implied.

There is a universal human tendency to form ingroups 
and outgroups: members of  the “family and strangers. The 
ingroups have positive attributes—they are civilized, they are 
cultured, they are friendly, and they are “us.” Negative char-
acteristics are attributed to the outgroup. Statements such as 
“They are really evil,” “They get what they deserve,” and 
“They are not my people” are common; such beliefs make it 
more difficult to forgive those who are in the outgroup.

For thousands of  years, philosophers, theologians, psy-
chologists, and others have attempted to explain the nature 
of  evil. In the recent past, sociologists, social psychologists, 
and therapists have tried to give evil a social or cultural ex-
planation, such as being the absence of  love, compassion, or 
caring and the presence of  neglect or abuse. Those suffering 
would manifest destructive ideological beliefs—such as Na-
zism, racism, or homophobia—by relegating the other to a 
status of  being less than human and not deserving to live 
among us.

In their article on the willingness to forgive among 
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adolescents, Genevieve Vinsonneau and Etienne Mullet 
(2001) report on their cross-cultural research on forgiveness 
between two young groups in France. They assessed willing-
ness to forgive in a sample of  203 people, ages 15 and 16, 
adolescents from different cultures: French, Western Europe-
ans, and a group from Maghreb of  Islamic origin, residing in 
France. The aim of  the study was to measure willingness to 
forgive under varying circumstances, and it noted the scarci-
ty of  cross-cultural studies on forgiveness. Some studies sug-
gest stages of  forgiveness, including revengeful forgiveness, 
restitutional forgiveness, expectational forgiveness, lawful ex-
pectational forgiveness. forgiveness as social harmony, and 
forgiveness as love (Al-Mabuk, Radhi Enright 1995; Enright, 
Santos, and Al-Mabuk 1989).

Vinsonneau and Mullet (2001) included samples of  
Druze, Shiite. and Sunni Islamic communities and Cath-
olics, Maronites, and Orthodox Christians. These studies 
consider the effects of  a number of  circumstances on the 
willingness to forgive, such as intent to harm, cancellation of  
consequences, religious and social similarity to the offender, 
apologies from the offender, as well as variations of  these ef-
fects as a function of  age, gender, and educational level. The 
sample living in France was mainly Christian and Maghre-
bi. France, though a very multicultural society, experiences 
quarrels and unrest between the two groups on a frequent 
basis. One of  the main findings of  Vinsonneau and Mullet 
is that willingness to forgive is not substantially different be-
tween the groups. “The overall level of  willingness to forgive 
was clearly different from zero, but not very high: among 
other lessons, forgiveness is far from being unconditional. 
The apology factor seems to be extremely important: when 
remorse and apologies are present, it is much easier to for-
give. Willingness to forgive extends to the members of  “the 
other” group. All these results hold true, irrespective of  the 
respondent’s origin (Vinsonneau and Mullet 2001: 267).
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This ingroup/outgroup mentality, which is one ingredi-
ent of  enemy making, regards the outgroup as having neg-
ative attributes; this is represented by the old adage, “We 
are the Greeks, they are the barbarians.” Theoretician Fritz 
Heider’s (1958) theory aims to explain how individuals at-
tribute causes to events and how these cognitive perceptions 
affect motivation. In a nutshell, this theory divides the way 
people attribute causes to events into two types: One com-
mon way people explain causality of  events is through exter-
nal attribution, which assigns causality to an outside factor, 
such as the weather, or simply to the idea that “they” did it.

Internal attribution, on the other hand, assigns causality 
to factors within individuals, such as their level of  intelligence 
or other variables that make the individual responsible for 
an event. Generally, people are more likely to make external 
attributions that are negative. Thus, those people who are 
“bad” are not only bad, but they “bring it upon themselves.” 
Ulrike Niens and Ed Cairns (2002), who conducted research 
on intergroup forgiveness in Northern Ireland, have used 
Henri Tajfels’s theory to demonstrate that much of  human 
social behavior is determined by social group memberships. 
Human beings are more likely to forgive acts of  violence per-
petrated by ingroup members than to forgive similar acts by 
outgroup members. Understanding the insights gained from 
this type of  research is important, because they explain basic 
aspects of  human behavior. If  we understand these behav-
iors better, we might be able to reconcile with the enemies 
that we make or perceive.

On an intergroup level, it is not easy to initiate the pro-
cess of  apology and forgiveness. If  a leader apologizes, it will 
not be very productive if  there has been no change in the 
perception of  those who have been degraded and offend-
ed. Skillful and compassionate mediators may find a way 
for both sides to understand each other. From this founda-
tion a relationship may be established, leading to apology, 
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reconciliation, and ultimately to peace and cooperation. We 
know that humans are enemy-making animals with infinite 
ways to hurt one another. Hurts are frequently unintention-
al and are caused by unforeseen circumstances, misunder-
standings, or misinterpretations. People are capable of  car-
rying grudges for many years, making forgiveness a difficult 
process to initiate. How, then, do we motivate people to rec-
oncile and release their heavy loads of  resentment and re-
venge?

Researchers at the Conflict Research Consortium at the 
University of  Colorado (2005) conclude that there are im-
portant steps in the process of  easing pain between harm 
doers and victims. The first step is to establish or reestablish 
a relationship between the victim and the victimizer. A per-
sonal relationship offers the opportunity to progress beyond 
the problems that come with group memberships. This is 
usually not a simple task, and frequently a third party is nec-
essary to get two conflicting groups together. Another goal 
of  reaching out is to help deescalate the animosity felt by 
the harmed person. Some German chancellors apologized 
to other nations and groups that they hurt during the Nazi 
years. Reaching out at a grassroots level occurred when Jews 
and Arabs in the United States sought to create dialogue as a 
first step in fostering reconciliation. In attempting to reestab-
lish contact between harm doers and the harmed, the first 
step is to build trust and respect between the groups. Once 
the parties sit at the same table, they can consider the prob-
lem. Harm must be acknowledged, anger admitted, and the 
offending side must genuinely promise to change its ways. 
At this point group members may perceive each other in a 
different light.

Summary 
Benjamin Franklin once said, “Doing an injury puts you 

below your enemy; revenging one makes you but even with 
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him; forgiving it sets you above him.” While agreeing with 
the idea that forgiveness shows that one is a “big person,” 
we feel that the whole point of  forgiveness is to attempt to 
restore balance in relationships, and that using the imagery 
of  someone being “above” or “below” another is not helpful.

Frederic Luskin of  the Stanford Forgiveness Project 
shows that forgiveness is teachable and can reduce stress, 
blood pressure, and anger; it can also help lessen depression 
and hurt and increase optimism, hope, compassion, and 
physical vitality (Luskin 2003). Yehudith Auerbach (2004; 
2005) maintains that an apology made by a nation’s leader to 
a nation that was harmed is one of  the major ingredients in 
conflict resolution and reconciliation. For Auerbach, forgive-
ness means the forswearing of  resentment and the resolute 
overcoming of  anger and hatred that are naturally directed 
toward a person who has done an unjustified and unexcused 
moral injury.

Beverly Engel (1990; 2001), Enright and Fitzgibbons 
(2000), and Kathleen Griffin (2004) document the benefits 
of  forgiving those who have harmed us. Luskin, Ginzburg 
and Thoresen (2005) and Luskin (2004) have shown a pos-
itive relationship between forgiveness and physical health. 
The rage that a victimized person carries is debilitating, and 
it is in need of  being released from the burden this individ-
ual carries. Not so long ago, the discussion of  forgiveness 
and apology had been assigned as a weakness or deemed 
the domain of  religious functionaries, whereas now the cul-
ture of  apology is much more prevalent. When the world 
between the harm doer and forgiver is “right again,” it may 
foster self-confidence and a sense of  efficacy. In the medical 
arena, it may actually reduce disease, preventing pathologies 
that result in hostile feelings, depression, and hopelessness. 
Forgiveness also may provide a higher level of  perceived so-
cial and emotional support, which may also include a greater 
sense of  community. Lastly, forgiveness also may encourage 
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self-healing, as well as help to refocus on the goodness and 
altruism that exist in the world. The forgiveness process helps 
us think in terms of  higher values beyond the pain of  the 
individual’s ego.

There are literally hundreds of  studies that show the 
power of  forgiveness (Enright, Freedman, and Rique 1998). 
This proliferation of  studies focusing on the positive effects of  
apology and forgiveness has begun to diminish some of  the 
pessimistic views that have long held sway, such as with those 
who see only the “disuniting America,” or the “fraying of  
America.” Popular literature has taken notice of  this trend. 
Jane Jacobs authored The Death and Life of  Great American Cities 
in 1961. She said that the cities were being devastated by au-
tomobiles and showed a photograph of  Manhattan, where 
thousands of  cars occupied six lanes, bumper to bumper, 
hardly moving. Jacobs maintained, “This sort of  culture and 
life will ultimately destroy us.” Another pessimist is Samuel 
P. Huntington, who wrote Who Are We: The Challenges to Amer-
ica’s National Identity (2004). He points out that massive Latinx 
immigration threatens the fabric of  American culture, and 
says, “this will be disuniting America.” Huntington is known 
for his earlier book, Clash of  Civilizations and the Remaking of  
World Order (1996), in which he predicts the cultural battle for 
supremacy between Christendom and Islam. These writers 
predict that our proud American, or Western, culture and 
democracy will cease to exist. We will suffer from debilita-
tions of  bilingualism and multiculturalism. America will be 
negatively transformed, according to Huntington. Other 
pessimists, including evangelical Christians—such as Tim 
LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins, in their Left Behind novels (1995 
and others)—warn us that we are on this earth for the last 
days, and that Armageddon is inevitably coming.

While some social critics offer valuable insights into our 
rampant individualism, acquisitiveness, waste, degradation 
of  the environment, and perpetual engagement in wars, 
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many promote their personal causes. But a profound ques-
tion, one we are not sure is answerable, is this: What is the 
answer to the gloomy pictures that we regularly see? We are 
bombarded by media reports of  how we harm and hurt, and 
yet we are still murdering each other on a mass scale. In the 
twentieth century, we killed approximately 100,000,000 peo-
ple: innocent men, women, and children, as well as soldiers. 
What causes this massive universal separation, and what can 
we do about it? We are not so naïve as to think there is an im-
mediate solution. For thousands of  years, since the dawn of  
civilization, we have been murdering each other and making 
enemies of  the “other.” But perhaps we are now evolving as 
our world shrinks. Are we willing to listen to new evidence 
that we do not need to murder and harm each other, that 
there is enough space and food if  we are simply willing to 
become true neighbors on both local and universal levels? 
Is this an impossible dream? Perhaps, perhaps not; howev-
er, many social scientists, philosophers, theologians, physical 
scientists, and others believe in this possibility. Perhaps not 
today or tomorrow, but there is an opportunity to change 
the minds, attitudes, perceptions, and hearts of  humankind 
to see the “other” as a member of  the human family. There 
is overwhelming evidence that almost all human beings are 
capable of  feeling empathy, social responsibility, love, and 
compassion.

Reprinted From: Altruism, Intergroup Apology, Forgiveness and 
Reconciliation, Samuel P. Oliner, Assisted by Piotr Olaf  Zylicz, 
(St. Paul, MN:  Paragon House, 2008)
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Elimination of Suffering

SAMUEL P. OLINER

Introduction
What is suffering? Anderson (2017) offers a taxonomy of  

four forms of  suffering: physical suffering, or pain; mental 
suffering, including distressing thoughts and feelings; inter-
personal suffering, trauma caused by interactional problems 
such as social rejection and isolation; and, finally, social suf-
fering, a loss of  a sense of  worth and collective value due to 
social norms that stigmatize and lead to social discrimination 
of  the victims (Anderson, 2015, p.4-5). These varying forms 
of  human suffering are caused and perpetuated by many 
forces. However, as the primary focus of  this volume is the al-
leviation of  human suffering, this chapter explores the forces 
underlying extraordinary sacrifices made in order to rescue 
victims from extreme suffering. By examining the nature of  
suffering, we may envision some novel ways to alleviate hu-
man suffering in a variety of  contexts.

The purpose of  this chapter is threefold. First, after a 
brief  account of  the author’s survival, suffering and rescue 
during the Holocaust, we characterize the nature of  the 
Nazi’s systematic mass murder of  Jews and others, which is 
considered the most documented genocide in human histo-
ry. Winston Churchill said of  the Holocaust, “This is prob-
ably the greatest and most horrific crime ever committed 
in the whole history of  the world” (Weber, 2000). Next, is 
an overview of  some heroic rescuers (also called “righteous 
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gentiles’), who reduced the suffering of  thousands of  victims 
by assisting or hiding them and saving their lives. These res-
cuers chose to act on their principles, risking all to help those 
in need during the Nazi occupation in Europe. Finally, we 
highlight several hero-producing projects and point out how 
altruistic individuals and robust social institutions may evolve 
to reduce suffering.

A Holocaust Survivor’s Perspective
As a survivor of  one of  the most extensively documented 

genocides in human history, the Holocaust, I have been led 
by my experience to research the various aspects of  human 
nature in order to understand how we may build a brighter 
future, in which another Shoah may never occur. Through-
out my career, I have studied altruism, the nature of  ‘good’ 
and ‘evil,’ apology and forgiveness, and the motivations of  
those who give selflessly, such as volunteers, heroes and others 
who devote themselves to the greater good. Dr. Pearl Oliner 
and I conducted a major study of  rescuers of  Jews and oth-
ers during the Holocaust, The Altruistic Personality (1988). 
Our research team interviewed and tape recorded a number 
of  gentile rescuers in their own language who acted in the 
interests of  those persecuted by the Nazi regime, reducing 
their suffering and saving their lives. What we found was that 
although individuals’ motives differed, there were consistent 
characteristics among our rescuers: they were raised by com-
passionate and nonviolent caregivers who encouraged them 
to think critically and to respect others who were different 
than themselves (culturally and ethnically); they were in-
stilled with a sense of  social responsibility and valued social 
justice, and they considered themselves responsible for the 
greater good of  their communities, and were willing to act 
on that sense of  responsibility, as opposed to ‘bystanders’. 
Rescuers displayed behavior that can be defined as heroic al-
truism, an altruistic behavior that is voluntary, does not result 
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in personal gain and involves risk of  varying degrees to the 
helper (Oliner, 2003, p. 21). Similarly, we interviewed hos-
pice volunteers whom we labeled as conventional altruists, 
those who perform compassionate acts that do not involve 
risking one’s life. Much of  the research we have conducted 
over the years has lent insight into how society may foster 
and encourage altruistic, caring behavior. While the trauma 
of  my past has partly motivated this research, my focus on 
the nature of  altruistic behavior may be traced in part to a 
Polish peasant woman named Balwina Piecuch.

I was born in a small village called Zyndranowa, locat-
ed in southern Poland, on March 10, 1930. I lived with my 
father Aron, my brother and sister, Moishe and Feigele, and 
my mother, Jaffa. Sadly, my mother passed away from tuber-
culosis when I was seven years of  age, but my family lived 
a relatively happy life on my grandparents’ farm until the 
Nazi occupation of  Poland began in 1939. As the occupation 
progressed, life became worse and worse for Jewish people. 
Homes and businesses were regularly looted by occupying 
forces and even some Poles. Food became ever scarcer. Jew-
ish men were forced to shave their beards, and all Jews were 
forced to wear opaskas (stars of  David) on the streets. By June 
of  1942, my family was forced into a hastily constructed ghet-
to in Bobowa, Southern Poland. Disease and hunger swept 
through the ghetto, and everywhere people were desperate. I 
would sneak out of  the ghetto, at great risk, to find food for 
my family by trading thread, needles, and even watches for 
potatoes and other foods with surrounding Polish peasants. 
In August 1942, when I was twelve years of  age, the fateful 
call rang through the ghetto “Alle Juden-raus!” (All Jews, out!), 
shrilly shouted by the einsatzgruppen, or mobile killing units. 
House by house, all occupants of  the ghetto were forced to 
the Bobowa town square and made to sit on the concrete 
cobble stones. Loaded onto military trucks, everyone was 
driven to a pre-dug grave nearby forest of  Garbacz, and the 
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einsatzgruppen shot them all. I later discovered that my other 
grandfather and his family had been similarly massacred the 
day before. There was not enough time to properly bury the 
victims at the end of  the day’s massacre, and one victim that I 
knew crawled out of  the grave. Driven insane and wandering 
aimlessly, he was later caught by the Gestapo and shot.

When the einsatzgruppen shouted for all Jews to come out 
of  their homes, my stepmother Ester turned to me. I saw a 
dreadful look of  fear and concern on her face—somehow she 
knew that our family would not survive this day. Clutching my 
stepsister Jaffa in her arms, my stepmother said to me, “Antloif  
mein kind und do vest bleiben beim leben.” (Run, my child, run away 
so that you will save yourself). I asked my stepmother where I 
should go, and she told me to hide, anywhere. As I contemplat-
ed what this warning entailed, what I should do next, I turned 
to the door and heard my stepmother’s last words “Shmulek, I 
love you. I know God will protect you.”

I hid on the roof, and both heard and saw the horrors tak-
ing place below. Eventually I was able to leave the roof, and 
with great fear and despair made my way out of  the ghetto to 
a nearby village and to the house of  Balwina. She was a Cath-
olic peasant woman who had known my family and had even 
traded with them before the war. It was from Balwina that I 
learned the fate of  my family and the others who had been 
taken from Bobowa. At great risk to herself  and her family, 
Balwina advised me to pose as a Catholic boy. She taught 
me the catechism, and gave me the name of  Jusek Polewski. 
Balwina’s son Staszek posed as my brother, and helped me 
authenticate my false identity. I was able to get a job as a 
pastuch, or cowhand, on a farm (whose Jewish owners had 
been killed) that was now rented by a childless Polish couple, 
the Padworskis. Mr. and Mrs. Padworski hired me to assist on 
the farm, and in this way, I was able to keep up the deception 
(with the help of  Staszek and Balwina) and survive the war.
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Why did Balwina help me to reduce my fears and suffer-
ing? She was a mother, certainly, and felt great pity for the 
fate of  my family and for all the Jewish people condemned 
in Nazi occupied Poland. It was with tears in her eyes and 
a broken voice that she told me of  the liquidation of  the 
Bobowa ghetto. What made Balwina different? The cost of  
her heroic altruism, had it been discovered, would almost 
certainly have cost her life, perhaps even the lives of  her 
entire family. One way that the Nazis ensured that no help 
would be offered to Jewish persons during this time was the 
principle of  collective responsibility: if  anyone was caught giv-
ing aid then there would be consequences, not only for the 
person providing help but also their family, and potentially 
everyone in the community where they lived (Tec, 1986, p. 
32, 64).

In the Holocaust, as in other genocides, people suffered 
tremendously. However, the Holocaust is unique in the sense 
that the Nazis systematically devoted efforts and treasure to 
murder every Jewish man, woman, and child. The murder 
took various forms, including mass execution by bullets, gas 
chambers, starvation, and experimentation. The Holocaust 
is undoubtedly the most documented genocide; there are 
miles of  documentary footage, and eyewitnesses, victims and 
victimizers, many survivors and a number of  scholars who 
have done research on this tragedy. Organizations devoted 
to Holocaust research include the International Institute for 
Holocaust Research at Yad Vashem, located in Jerusalem; 
the Polish Center for Holocaust Research, based in the Polish 
Academy of  Sciences in Warsaw; the Center for Advanced 
Holocaust Studies, operating from the Holocaust Memorial 
Museum in Washington, D.C.; the Vienna Weisenthal Insti-
tute for Holocaust Studies, and many other academic groups 
and individuals (Berger, 1991; Berger & Berger, 2001; Unit-
ed States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2016).
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How Was The Holocaust Possible? 
It was perpetrated by a “civilized” nation, in collabo-

ration with other nations. In a time marked by the loss of  
the First World War and the German empire, the punitive 
Versailles treaty, severe economic depression, a psychological 
need to blame the ‘other’, and general social unrest, a charis-
matic leader named Adolf  Hitler was able to come to power. 
Fascist dictatorship became the political model, resulting in 
arrest of  opposing parties, the establishment of  concentra-
tion camps such as Dachau, the spread of  anti-Semitism, 
and ultimately Kristallnacht—the Night of  Broken Glass, 
during which citizens openly destroyed and looted Jewish 
homes and businesses, their former occupants dragged away. 
Nationalist propaganda such as the popularized German 
phrase “the Jews are our Misfortune” (“Die Juden sind unser 
Ungluck”), hate literature like Hitler’s Mein Kampf, The Protocols 
of  the Elders of  Zion (manufactured by the tsarist secret police), 
and famous Protestant theologian Martin Luther’s book The 
Jews and Their Lies were circulated (Luther, 1971; Weber, 
2000). In a divided nation socially conditioned to punish the 
“other,’ the tragedy of  the Holocaust was possible.

Heroic Rescuers Of  The Holocaust
After interviewing a number of  gentile rescuers, Carne-

gie Heroes, and Hospice volunteers, we have found common 
motivating factors of  altruistic behavior (Oliner and Oliner, 
1998). One is normocentric motivation; others are empathic 
reasoning and principled motivation, all associated with Pro-
fessor Janusz Reykowski of  the Polish Academy of  Sciences 
(Reykowski, 1987).

The normocentrically-oriented respond to an external 
event that arouses or heightens their empathy. The impact of  
a direct encounter with a distressed Jewish person was some-
times overpowering. Consider, for example, the following 
encounter related by a Polish woman, then approximately 
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thirty-five years of  age. In 1942, I was on my way home 
from town and was almost near home when M. came out of  
the bushes. I looked at him, in striped cap clothing, his head 
bare, shod in clogs. He might have been about thirty or thir-
ty-two years old. And he begged me, his hands joined like for 
a prayer; he had escaped from Majdanek and could I help 
him? He joined his hands in this way, knelt down in front of  
me, and said: “You are like the Virgin Mary.” It still makes 
me cry. “If  I get through and reach Warsaw, I will never for-
get you.” (Oliner, 1988, p.189).

Another rescuer we interviewed, Stanislaus, demonstrat-
ed altruism based in normocentric principles as a Holocaust 
rescuer. During one of  our interviews with him, he explained 
that his reasoning for giving aid to twenty Jewish individ-
uals could be traced back to his mother and grandmother. 
He stated, “I learned to respect the world from my mother,” 
and learned how to care for others by watching her extend 
a helping hand to relatives who needed a place to stay until 
they found work (Oliner, 2003, p. 198-199). An interesting 
factor that contributed to his dedication to helping others 
were the sacrifices that his maternal grandmother made be-
fore he was born. Stanislaus’s grandmother was raised Jew-
ish but decided to leave that part of  her life to be with his Pol-
ish Catholic grandfather (Oliner 2003, p. 199). Stanislaus’s 
inclination to help stemmed from his mother’s teachings and 
his grandmother’s sacrifices, along with the fact that he was 
raised in a region that had many Jewish people, so he had 
Jewish friends. In Stanislaus’s case, these relationships had 
a great impact on his appreciation of  diversity, which moti-
vated him to provide care for the Jewish people in a time of  
persecution.

In an interview recounted in Do Unto Others (Oliner, 
2003), Ilsa, another rescuer, initially favored the Nazi view 
of  Jewish people for political reasons. However, she came 
to disagree with their beliefs because it was affecting her 
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husband negatively. She also believed that the Nazi party 
was not aligning with the values of  her church. Ilsa’s actions 
changed in response to how her most treasured values, such 
as those of  her faith, and her concern for her husband were 
being affected by the Nazis. Although some people may have 
initially benefitted from the persecution of  the Jewish people, 
they came to realize that the systematic oppression and the 
atmosphere of  hate and suspicion would affect everyone.

The Post Holocaust Future 
Some see the world as having a brighter future. Stephen 

Pinker, in his book “The Better Angels of  Our Nature,” ar-
gued that violence has been declining and will continue to 
do so. He wrote: “For all the tribulations in our lives, for all 
the troubles that remain in the world, the decline of  violence 
is an accomplishment that we can savor—and an impetus 
to cherish the forces of  civilization and enlightenment that 
made it possible” (Pinker, 2011).

Jeremy Rifkin, in his work The Empathic Civilization (2009), 
describes a social world that is evolving to be more altru-
istic, caring, empathic, and compassionate. I concur with 
Rifkin, who sees this current century as entering the “Third 
Revolution,” which consists of  raising consciousness about 
the destruction of  the biosphere and the need for econom-
ic sustainability. This ‘Third Revolution’ is associated with 
what global consciousness, as well as the effects of  intergroup 
apology, forgiveness, and reconciliation.

The Global Consciousness
The emergence of  global consciousness, which relates 

to the digital communication revolution, instantly informs 
people about events occurring around the world, whether 
good or ill (Oliner 2003). Remote communication of  the 
hurtful experiences of  others arouses an empathic response 
by many fellow human beings, which we have witnessed time 
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and again during catastrophic events or natural disasters af-
fecting people worldwide.

People’s inclinations to help can also be explained by dual 
inheritance theory, which claims that an individual’s altruistic 
and empathic tendencies stem simultaneously from both 
genetic evolution and cultural evolution. Social groups in 
which altruism and empathy are exercised tend to live longer 
and reproduce (Pinker, 2011; Rifkin, 2009). Neuroscientists 
and have found convergences between the human brain and 
social situations (Franks 2015). The human brain contains 
mirror neurons, a neurological response to others’ actions or 
emotional displays, allowing people to empathize and expe-
rience others’ emotions (Winerman, 2005).

Our research on rescuers during Nazi occupied Europe, 
9/11 first responders, Carnegie heroes, and unpaid volun-
teers around the world provide examples that many people 
are innately good. This is due to the influences of  import-
ant others in an individual’s life and the values they inter-
nalize. In Do Unto Others: Extraordinary Acts of  Ordinary People 
(2003) I found that one of  the most common characteristics 
of  empathic people was that they had internalized ethical 
responsibility for diverse others. The global consciousness 
now allows people around the world to become aware of  the 
circumstances of  others, and thus have more opportunities 
than ever to take action to alleviate suffering in one’s own 
region or on the other side of  the globe.

Intergroup Apology, Forgiveness And Reconcilatiion
One way of  demonstrating social responsibility is to offer 

apology for wrongdoing and forgiveness to those who seek 
it. We found positive results from our study on apology, for-
giveness, and reconciliation in a number of  countries (Oliner 
& Zylicz 2008). For instance, there are Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commissions around the globe, and many nations, 
such as Rwanda and South Africa, who have apologized to 
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those that they have harmed in an attempt to heal the hurt 
and open the path to reconciliation. Another example of  
apology and reconciliation took place between Poland and 
Ukraine. Both nations committed tragic massacres of  each 
other’s people during World War II, known as the Volhynian 
Massacres (taking place from approximately 1943 to 1945). 
Hoping that after the defeat of  Hitler these nations would 
be free and independent, Ukrainian partisan groups target-
ed “undesirable” ethnic groups, systematically killing many 
Polish people. Many Ukrainian citizens heroically aided Pol-
ish people, warning them of  impending attacks and some-
times hiding them (Zajaczkowski, 2013). After World War 
II, this resulted in the closure of  borders and the breaking of  
economic, cultural, and educational ties, tourism, and other 
social and political interactions. In 2002, after a historical 
2001 visit from Pope John Paul II (the first time a Pope had 
ever visited Ukraine), the two Presidents, with the approval 
of  their respective Parliaments, met on the grounds of  the 
massacre and apologized on the behalf  of  their people for 
this tragedy (Zawada, 2005). This was a massive step forward 
in healing for both nations, and resulted in the opening of  
borders, trade, cultural exchanges, and political cooperation.

Another example of  apology is practiced by a group of  
nuns in Kentucky who desired to make amends for the ex-
ploitation of  African Americans. The nuns inherited a group 
of  convents, which were built by slaves in 1800s. In 2001, the 
Sisters of  Charity, Sisters of  Loretto, and the Dominicans 
of  Saint Catherine decided to confront the “enduring sin of  
racism.” The nuns publicly apologized to the African Amer-
ican community in Bardstown for historically mistreating 
them and for not doing more to oppose slavery. As a result 
of  the apology, the three orders helped establish scholarships 
for African American students in high schools and colleges, 
and they helped improve diversity in their school boards. 
While racism has not disappeared, many African American 
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people interviewed in the Kentucky area have reported that 
race relations have improved in their communities.

There are tangible positive results from both individu-
al and intergroup apology. Forgiveness is a gift and an act 
of  reconciliation that has tangible consequences. Forgiving 
helps both body and mind to heal. Offering apology and 
seeking forgiveness has spiritual consequences, and under 
the right conditions, it is able to reestablish a relationship be-
tween groups or individuals. “I am sorry” is a difficult phrase 
in any language. It is particularly crucial that a perpetrator 
of  wrongdoing acknowledges the truth and is willing to apol-
ogize when a relationship has been damaged (Oliner and 
Zylicz, 2008). For global harmony, we stress the importance 
of  intergroup apology, forgiveness and reconciliation—a 
practice that has rendered some of  the most positive results 
in social and political reparation throughout the 21st century.

Humanitarian Projects Facilitating 
Heroic Rescue

Suffering occurs when people hurt because they are de-
prived of  their basic needs, both physiological and social. 
Social connections and physical safety are endangered by 
violence, conflict and instability in the social environment. 
Suffering, then, can be reduced through efforts to provide 
safety and stability for all people. What follows are examples 
of  organizations and projects where aid workers and oth-
ers function as heroic rescuers and thus reduce suffering. We 
begin with an overview of  the exemplary non-government 
organization Doctors Without Borders.

During the time of  the Holocaust, where hate, racial 
discrimination and genocide abounded, many compassion-
ate individuals risked their lives to help and protect. On a 
macro level, it can be observed that different organizations 
have grown in order to address economic and social inequal-
ities that have contributed to human suffering. One global 
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humanitarian effort that was born from the tremendous need 
of  medical care in war-torn countries is called Doctors Without 
Borders, also known as Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF), the title 
chosen by the French doctors who founded the organization. 
A quote from the Doctors Without Borders website (http://
www.msf.org) sums up its purpose: “MSF was created on the 
belief  that all people have the right to medical care regard-
less of  gender, race, religion, creed, or political affiliation and 
that the needs of  these people outweigh respect for national 
boundaries.”

According to psychologist Maslow’s “hierarchy of  needs,” 
in order for a person to achieve higher levels of  well-being 
(love, self-esteem, and self-actualization), their basic needs 
must be met, and for most people, having basic safety and 
security means having access to shelter or housing (McLeod, 
2014). Habitat for Humanity, a non-profit organization created 
in 1976 addresses poverty and lack of  housing (Habitat for 
Humanity, 2016). This organization has been able to gather 
resources in order to build homes with families under certain 
requirements, and has successfully been able to address these 
issues not only in the United States of  American but also in 
over 70 countries worldwide. Every year the Habitat for Hu-
manity attracts over 1 million volunteers, who make it possi-
ble to place 310,000 families per year into housing units. In 
their 40 years of  operation, they placed 3 million people into 
safe housing solutions worldwide.

The Danish Refugee Council (DRC) is a humanitarian, 
non-profit, nongovernmental organization (NGO) that works 
in more than 30 countries throughout the world. Its mandate 
is to develop durable solutions among conflict-ridden popu-
lations, particularly those with refugees and displaced per-
sons. Denmark itself  has integrated many of  these refugees. 
Established in 1956, they have aided over one million people 
in their history. In recent years it has ranked among the top 
ten of  the Global Journal’s ranking of  the top 100 NGOs.
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Mercy Corps is a small NGO with a budget well under a 
half  million dollars. Yet they have a major presence in sev-
eral countries, achieving demonstrable impact. Mercy Corps 
started out as an organization to help the Cambodian refu-
gee crisis, but evolved into a much broader role of  a combi-
nation of  disaster relief  and development. From their begin-
ning, their primary mission was to “alleviate suffering.” That 
is still their primary goal, but their focus is to eliminate op-
pression and to help build productive and just communities. 
Unlike most NGOs, they explicitly define their stakeholders 
as the people and communities they serve; their explicit val-
ue premises are the dignity of  human life; the stewardship 
of  the earth’s health; and their stakeholders participate in all 
decisions. Mercy Corps was ranked in the top 10 NGOs in 
2013.

Bringing in the Bystander is an unusually robust violence 
prevention program, of  which there are hundreds of  pro-
grams. Rather than focusing strictly on the roles of  perpe-
trator and victim, this highly interactive, researched and 
evaluated program offers a curriculum and evaluation tools, 
using a community of  responsibility approach. It teaches 
bystanders how to safely intervene in instances where an 
incident may be occurring or where there may be risk of  
violence. The program, which was developed and evalu-
ated by University researchers and program practitioners, 
is customizable to reflect the locations, colloquialisms and 
cultures of  diverse campuses. The program was developed 
and currently managed at the Prevention Innovations Re-
search Center (http://cola.unh.edu/prevention-innova-
tions-research-center) at the University of  New Hampshire 
(UNH), Durham NH USA. The Center designed several 
Bystander Program Evaluation Tools. The program is work-
ing in colleges and other organizations all over the world. 
Research such as that of  Moynihan, Banyard, Cares, Pot-
ter, Williams, & Stapleton (2015) demonstrates significant 
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impact in training young adults in intervening or rescuing 
victims of  sexual violence.

An organization called Humanitarian Outcomes main-
tains the international Aid Worker Security Database avail-
able at (https://aidworkersecurity.org/about). In their 2015 
report, there were an estimated 450,000 aid workers world-
wide and over the past decade, an estimated 3,000 workers 
encountered extreme violence. About a third of  these work-
ers were killed, a third wounded, and a third kidnapped. 
These estimates do not include the local or national aid 
workers. Often these violent victimizations of  international 
aid workers are widely publicized in the media. Therefore, 
the aid workers are truly heroic rescuers, knowing that they 
are risking their lives by the decisions they make in the field.

This risk applies to workers for all of  the organizations 
above except the Bystander project. In Bystander projects, ordi-
nary students and adults are trained to take risks in order to 
reduce the likelihood of  violent relationship, usually sexual 
violence. Undoubtedly, on occasions the bystander person 
engaged in intervention encounters physical harm; however, 
these project organizations do not report statistics on such 
instances. Those engaged in (or considering) intervention 
are called bystanders because this label has emerged from the 
enormous number of  academic research projects, which 
have examined the factors that predict whether or not an 
individual will intervene if  s/he observes a violent or morally 
reprehensible action taking place. The most persistent find-
ing is that the larger the group of  observers of  a situation or 
crisis, the less likely someone is to help, which is called the 
bystander effect. The Bystander projects are designed to coun-
teract the bystander effect.

Conclusions
The pursuit of  education and the process of  personal 

and social growth are deeply connected. From research on 
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the nature of  people’s moral and altruistic motivations, we 
can conclude that building upon the altruistic impulse from 
early life into the adult years is crucial to cultivating a caring 
society (Oliner and Oliner, 1995). In the classroom environ-
ment, where young people spend so much of  their formative 
years, there is unlimited opportunity to teach and reward 
compassionate, socially responsible behavior. One model, 
called the “jigsaw classroom,” places students in ethnically 
diverse groups and requires them to work together to com-
plete a task. Students who experience diversity and learn co-
operation in the classroom tend to be less prejudiced, more 
cooperative and more empathic than students who are not 
required to work with others of  different cultural back-
grounds and cognitive abilities. The students are intrinsically 
rewarded for working together and tend to internalize and 
retain the values of  cooperation and empathy (Clay 2006).

Reduction of  suffering is possible by encouraging and 
empowering the altruistic potential within each individual. 
Any contribution to others, whether volunteer work, dona-
tion or random acts of  kindness offers the potential, if  not the 
reality, of  the reduction of  suffering. The key to promoting 
this type of  behavior is to teach children and youth the im-
portance of  caring and social responsibility. It is encouraging 
to see that education in caring and empathy in the classroom 
can be effective (Clay 2006). Empathy in classrooms builds 
positive classroom culture, strengthens community and re-
duces suffering. Empathy training prepares students to be re-
sponsible leaders in the community. Teaching tolerance can 
build a positive classroom culture and results in reduced bul-
lying. By instilling the values of  caring and social responsibil-
ity in our young people, and rewarding those behaviors and 
practices that empower and assist, the future of  our world 
can look much brighter.

Because of  the risk involved in aid work or bystander 
intervention, ordinary persons are not likely to take on these 
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challenging roles unless they are altruistic and have a moral 
sense of  social responsibility. Such an inclination may be in-
culcated within the family, the school, communities, or other 
social institutions where training is offered. Fortunately, there 
seems to be a growing trend in North America to incorpo-
rate empathy and social responsibility in elementary and sec-
ondary schools.

The Holocaust has become a metaphor in Western soci-
eties for both the evil and good hidden in the human spirit. 
It is comforting that contemporary societies continue the he-
roic rescuing that emerged from the righteous gentiles of  the 
Holocaust; select altruistic individuals and specific social in-
stitutions that maintain the recruitment and training of  pro-
fessionals and ordinary people, continue to engage in heroic 
rescuing when violence comes to our attention. 

Reprinted by permission from: Ronald E. Anderson, 
Ed., Alleviating World Suffering, Samuel P. Oliner, Suffering 
During the Holocaust and Heroic Rescuers, Springer International 
Publishing, Minneapolis, MN, 2017.  
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Conclusion

SAMUEL P. OLINER

This book sought to describe the two sides to the future 
our children stand to inherit: the glass half  full and the glass 
half  empty of  what has been the trajectory of  the world, 
it seems, since the beginning of  human history. The arc of  
human progress has at times taken major leaps forward; at 
other times it appears to have lain dormant, only to burst 
forth with a new energy at a later time. In this collection of  
writings, we have attempted to show both sides of  the picture 
because to do otherwise would leave this endeavor incom-
plete. Depicting only the negative would lead one to think 
that there is nothing positive moving us forward; depicting 
only the positive would suggest that we have no further work 
to do.

As raised in the introduction to this collection, Stephen 
Pinker informs us that, despite public perception, the inci-
dence of  violence has diminished worldwide since World War 
II. Since that time, despite military conflicts in various parts 
of  the world, the loss of  life has been a small percentage of  
what was seen in the two world wars combined. According to 
Pinker, our species is finding other ways of  resolving conflict. 
Positive trends, such as the spread of  democracy and the rise 
of  women’s movements along with human rights and animal 
rights movements, all bode well for a more peaceful world—
for the glass of  tomorrow to be half  full.



Samuel P. Oliner

338

Notably, there has been a rise of  xenophobia, nativism, 
bigotry, and racism, as well as a political move to the right 
in America and Europe. Nevertheless, based on current 
data, Evan Oliner gives us a vision of  the glass being half  
full instead of  half  empty. He argues that a different kind of  
world exists—one where we are economically interconnect-
ed; where ethnic diversity, open-mindedness, and charitable 
giving are also qualities that manifest in society.

Likewise, Pat Devine, in writing about the nature of  
genocide and the Holocaust, portrays a positive future where 
people work together to prevent future holocausts and geno-
cides. She outlines for us how academic scholarship is flour-
ishing in these two areas and how we know more than ever 
before about the crime of  genocide. She emphasizes that, for 
the very first time, there is a decentralized group of  inter-
national organizations committed to proactively preventing 
genocide. Bypassing the United Nations and governmental 
agencies, they have established their own early-response 
warning systems and early-intervention action teams that 
they hope will decrease incidences of, if  not eliminate, the 
crime of  genocide.

Nichole Wagner vividly describes how the glass is half  
empty for thousands of  women worldwide; at the same time, 
she brings to our attention the sources of  hope that are be-
ginning to surface globally. One such source is the Me Too 
movement that arose in the United States in 2007, bring-
ing women’s long-standing experiences of  sexual violence 
and harassment to national awareness. Via social media, the 
Me Too movement has spread to many parts of  the world, 
planting seeds for positive social change surrounding sexual 
violence and harassment towards women. In this case, the 
future glass is becoming half  full.

Many in the present day have sounded the death knell 
for the human family. Pat Devine paints the glass as being 
half  full, however, when she describes how the family of  
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tomorrow will benefit from the tide of  economic growth 
fueled by continuous technological innovation and global-
ization. As accelerated change continues at an unparalleled 
pace in the history of  the world, the family will reinvent it-
self  to meet the needs of  the future by assuming a variety of  
forms, such as the traditional nuclear family sharing space 
with the extended family, cohabitation, and other old and 
new forms.

Sitaram Sandin, Ronnie Swartz, and Bryan Kraus 
graphically and extensively describe for us the present-day 
issues connected with climate change and the role that hu-
mans play in exacerbating it. The picture they paint, how-
ever, shows a glass that is neither half  full nor half  empty. It 
is somewhere in between. As they warn, looking at only the 
bright side of  the picture prevents humanity from solving 
the problems connected with the dark side. They depict for 
us how there is growing awareness and action taking place 
on many different levels across the planet. Examples include 
clean energy solutions, taxing carbon, the Green New Deal 
(GND), phasing out gas refrigerants from air conditioners, 
and new forms of  energy such as wind and solar, to name 
a few. They stress the importance government support in 
bringing about a sustainable future and the need for involved 
citizen groups that support individuals to become active in 
politics, vote, run for office, and adopt sustainable lifestyles. 
These are all hopeful endeavors we can participate in today 
to contribute to the glass of  the future being half  full.

The chapter “Heroic Acts of  Extraordinary People” asks 
this question: “Why did they do it?” What differentiates the 
person who commits heroic acts from the bystander? In ev-
ery time and every place, there are those individuals who 
step out of  the norm and perform acts of  heroism. Such acts 
are associated with human compassion and social responsi-
bility. The prevalence of  such individuals in human societies 
gives hope for a future where the glass is half  full.
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Pitirim Sorokin informs us that altruistic love is import-
ant to the future of  society. We know that this quality has 
historically existed. For example, heroic rescuers of  Jews in 
Nazi Germany risked their lives for a higher moral value of  
saving Jewish friends, neighbors, or strangers who were in 
peril. In order for the glass to be half  full for the society of  
tomorrow, we need such altruistic heroes as role models for 
our young people, by teaching and telling their stories. In 
other words, the health of  our society will depend on the 
extent to which we promote the value of  altruistic love.

In the chapter “Altruism in Different Religions,” we 
learn how many world religions teach altruism and how it 
may be taught in various forms. This has been the positive 
contribution of  the world’s religions to societies through-
out the ages. Notwithstanding the shadow side of  religion, 
there remains this positive side that continues to inform the 
modern day, contributing to the glass being half  full.

Pat Devine demonstrates that the walls between various 
faith traditions are beginning to break down, and that they 
are moving towards a model of  mutual respect and under-
standing. As a result, an interfaith movement is flourishing 
in many communities across the country and around the 
world. The more that religions can overcome their differ-
ences and come together in the sharing of  core values, the 
more that the glass of  the future will be filled, increasing 
the chances that our children will inherit a more peaceful 
world.

In the chapter “Apology and Forgiveness,” we learned 
of  the positive correlation between apology and forgiveness 
(on both the personal and group level) and the importance 
of  the process to maintaining a peaceful society. Interper-
sonal and intergroup apology are essential ingredients for 
all societies. The more a given society can develop these 
qualities in its population, the more it moves towards a so-
ciety where the glass is half  full rather than half  empty. We 
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have modern-day examples of  apology and forgiveness that 
can serve as templates for the future.

We know that suffering is a universal phenomenon. All 
beings suffer. There are many types of  suffering in the world, 
including personal, economic, political, physiological, and 
psychological. At the same time, there is a desire to elimi-
nate suffering in the world, not only for humans, but in the 
animal kingdom as well. Advances continue to be made to 
reduce human suffering in the medical, psychological, and 
physiological realms. There are also growing numbers of  
animal rights activists and animal rescue operations and a 
growing emphasis on human stewardship of  other species. 
Such trends to end the suffering of  humans and other species 
render the glass half  full.

This is the future our children will inherit. It is a future 
like all futures—it contains both an evolution of  our species 
towards a higher level of  consciousness and a resistance to 
such change. This has been the balancing act throughout 
human history. It will be incumbent upon our children to 
make sure that the glass of  the future is half  full.



Over the years, my students, research associates, and I 
have reviewed the literature of  psychology, ethics, ecology, 
climatology, and other areas of  study to consider the 
direction in which our world is going and what kind of  
future our children will inherit. Our previous work focused 
on the nature of  good and evil—with concern especially 
for goodness—through which we have considered good in 
the world and the application of  good to achieve a better 
world. Our books concerned altruism, kindness, empathy, 
and moral responsibility for diverse others. In this book 
we concentrate on the areas of  greatest concern regarding 
our future as a species. Scholars are warning us about the 
direction we are taking in this interconnected world. Many of  these experts view our global 
situation as a “glass half  empty”; their studies reveal a future that is bleak and on the verge 
of  catastrophe. There are, however, other scholars who view the world and humanity’s 
future in more optimistic terms—those who see the “glass half  full.” My own work indicates 
that goodness, defined as concern for others and for making the world a better place, is on 
the rise. 

Making the world a better place is not simply about the glass being half  full or half  empty; 
it is both at the same time. With the complexity of  global trends comes major challenges, 
and one cannot say that one perception is correct and the other incorrect. It is much more 
complicated than that. We have an emergence of  those who see the future as promising and 
perhaps even more harmonious than we have ever imagined, as well as those who believe 
that we are declining and ruining ourselves. A number of  institutions, groups, governments, 
and individuals have taken these challenges to humanity seriously—have “seen the light”—
and are trying to do something about the future state of  the world. 

This book describes two sides to the future our children stand to inherit: the glass half  full 
and the glass half  empty of  what has been the trajectory of  the world, it seems, since the 
beginning of  human history. The arc of  human progress has at times taken major leaps 
forward; at other times it appears to have lain dormant, only to burst forth with a new 
energy at a later time. In this collection of  writings, we have attempted to show both sides 
of  the picture because to do otherwise would leave this endeavor incomplete. Depicting 
only the negative would lead one to think that there is nothing positive moving us forward; 
depicting only the positive would suggest that we have no further work to do.

What kind of  future will our children inherit? It is a future like all futures—it contains both 
an evolution of  our species towards a higher level of  consciousness and a resistance to such 
change. This has been the balancing act throughout human history. It will be incumbent 
upon our children to make sure that the glass of  the future is half  full.

- Sam Oliner, Founder, Altruistic Behavior Institute
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