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Introduction:


Trying to understand people and what motivates their behavior is a daunting task.  The study of people is difficult because of the complexity and uncertainties involved with even a single person,
 and is compounded when one tries to understand people in general.  Kristen Monroe, in The Heart Of Altruism, confronted some of these limitations when she organized an experiment in an attempt to explain altruism in all its forms and derive a better analysis of the motivations of the altruistic actor than those achieved in previous studies of altruism in other disciplines.  Monroe’s study concludes that sociocultural, economic, biological, and psychological explanations fall short in explaining altruism, and that the only trait that altruists have in common is a universal perspective on how they view themselves fitting into the world.  Monroe states, “My explanation of altruism, then, centers on this sense of a shared humanity, a perception of self at one with all mankind” (Monroe 206).  She finds that this trait is the only characteristic that applies to all altruists, and, therefore, concludes that it is one’s perspective alone that allows for altruistic behavior.  But the trustworthiness of a scientist’s conclusions is only as good as the design of his or her study, the methodology employed, and the way in which the conclusions reflect the evidence obtained. In this essay, I will focus on how Monroe sets up her experiment, chooses her methodology, and presents her conclusions. In this way I will be able to perform a more thorough critique of whether the conclusions she reaches are credible. 

Defining altruism:

Defining one’s terms is an essential precursor of any experiment. Because words can be ambiguous, it is impossible to evaluate the research being conducted without clear definitions. The philosopher Thomas Hobbes justified the importance of defining terms through his work in the 17th century.  He believed that after speech developed, people needed to put great effort into producing accurate definitions in order to reduce confusion.  Hobbes stated that without providing a characterization of a word, the “error of definitions multiply themselves according as the reckoning proceeds, and lead men into absurdities…” (Hobbes 19).  Following Hobbes, definitions in research must be measurable and must be able to be agreed on by most people. 

Monroe begins by clearly defining altruism as “action designed to benefit another, even at the risk of significant harm to the actor’s own well being” (Monroe 4).  By setting out a definition that she will adhere to throughout the book, she can avoid much of the philosophical debate concerning altruism and reduce the confusion of others reading her book. Monroe’s clear definition makes it impossible for others to confuse her use of the word with other definitions found in the numerous other books and articles concerning altruism.  


However, although Monroe’s definition of altruism is reasonable and useful, it does make a basic assumption, which could be challenged.  Specifically, Monroe’s definition makes the presumption that altruism exists, thus failing to acknowledge that many, in fact, do not believe that altruism exists in the first place.  While Monroe’s intention, understandably, was not to delve into the philosophical debate over the existence of altruism, she should have at least stated that, amid opposition, her research is based on the unproven premise that there is such a thing as altruism.

Designing the experiment

After setting out her definition of altruism, Monroe describes the experiment she conducted in order to gain a better understanding of a common link between all altruists.  She “presumed that the perspectives of altruists will resemble each other and that they will differ in significant and consistent ways from the perspective of non-altruists” (Monroe 14).  To test this theory Monroe set up the experiment in the following manner. She placed a group of individuals whom she believed to be the least altruistic (entrepreneurs) at one end of an imaginary continuum, identified a mid-point of mixed people who possessed some traits of altruism and also acted out of self interest (the philanthropist, and the heroine), and finally placed the people whom she believed were most altruistic (rescuers of Jews in Nazi Europe) at the opposite end.  After creating this continuum, Monroe was able to interview the individuals in each of these groups, and easily establish the similarities and differences between them.


This design for the experiment is limited by two problems identified by Weber: 1) lack of objectivity and 2) lack of ideal types. Weber believed that it is impossible to gain complete objectivity when experimenting in the social sciences.  He stated “the choice of the object of investigation and the extent or depth to which this investigation attempts to penetrate into the infinite causal web, are determined by the evaluative ideas which dominate the investigator…” (Weber 84).  By placing the groups where she did, and even in picking these particular groups, Monroe introduced subjectivity into her study.  She even admits that perhaps she placed the rescuers where she did “simply because I found myself closely drawn to these people…”(Monroe 18).  Although it is important to acknowledge her bias in the study, it appears not to have an overall effect on the results.  The reason is that although subjectivity was introduced by the selection and placement of the groups, the answers respondents provided could be moved around and placed lower or higher depending on their actual content.  For example, if an entrepreneur stated that the reason he went into business was to provide a service to the homeless, and he gave all his money to others solely to help them, he would have to be moved from the left of the continuum to the right. This aspect of the design provided a correction to the original subjectivity created by the continuum.

 
Regarding ideal types, Weber claimed that when one is working with humans, one cannot ascertain the perfect model.  Ideally one would like to conclude that, for example, the people who risked their lives to save Jews were a perfect embodiment of altruism.  But Weber contended that “In its conceptual purity, this mental construct cannot be found empirically anywhere in reality.  It is a utopia” (Weber 90).  If one cannot claim that the rescuers of Jews are a perfect example of altruism, then where can one go from there?  Weber believed that these ideal types can help us form an idea of what we are looking for and therefore prove quite useful in helping us compare the “utopia” with reality.  

Monroe understood Weber’s concept of ideal types beautifully.  In creating this continuum, she acknowledged her inability to give an example of a truly ideal altruist.  Instead, she chose a group of people whom she believed most closely approximated perfect altruism.  After enumerating examples of the rescuers risking their own lives for total strangers, she states, “For all these reasons, I thought rescuers came closest to approaching pure altruism” (Monroe 18). A careful examination of this sentence shows that Monroe used the words “closest” and “approaching” in order to show that she understood the rescuers were only an approximation of an ideal type. However, I think she should have emphasized this point more so that the reader would not be led to believe that these groups constitute the perfect end points on her continuum. Monroe never explicitly states that there is something to the left of entrepreneurs, and something to the right of altruists.  This omission makes it more likely that readers will confuse her approximations with ideal types. 

Choosing a method.


Monroe’s decisions about the methodology of her experiment have several components: 1) how she selected her sample of respondents, and 2) how she obtained information from her subjects. Each of these is discussed below.


In any social science experiment, it is impossible to test every human being.  Mill, who is well aware of this fact, wrote, “And whenever it is sufficient to know how the great majority of the human race think, feel, and act, these propositions are equivalent to universal ones” (Mill 34). Since it would have been impossible to study every altruist that ever lived, even though this would be the ideal way to conduct the experiment, it becomes especially important to consider how the interviewees were selected.
  Obviously Monroe was aware of this restraint and thus limited her study to a reasonable number of people she thought would represent society as a whole. It is important to realize that this is not a very large sample size.  Although Mill believed we can draw broad conclusions from the way some humans act, one should always be careful not to make too broad generalizations based on a small test pool, which was the case in Monroe’s study.


Regarding the question of how one obtains accurate information from human subjects, Weber made the case that to only obtain quantitative data is insufficient to learn anything of value when studying humans.  He pointed out that “the significance of a configuration of cultural phenomena and the basis of this significance cannot however be derived and rendered intelligible by a system of analytical laws, however perfect it may be, since the significance of cultural events presupposes a value orientation towards these events” (Weber 76).  Weber argued that to understand humans, a strictly quantitative approach can tell one nothing of what the actors are thinking or what motivates their actions.  To obtain that information one must ask the actor in an open-ended format. 

In describing her method of obtaining evidence, Monroe explains that she conducted many interviews with her subjects, and after the interviews had ceased she also distributed a survey.  This was an extremely well thought-out way of obtaining reliable information from her subjects.  Not only did she obtain in-depth qualitative data from many interviews, but she also supported this data with quantitative figures. In this way Monroe realized that, while the emphasis of her experiment should be qualitative, by providing a quantitative survey, she would be able to substantiate some of the trends discovered through her interviews.

Despite her generally excellent choice of methodology, in my opinion, Monroe overlooks an important issue in that she never accounts for the possibility of the interviewee making an error.  In qualitative interviewing, there are at least two major sources of error: 1) the interviewer and 2) the interviewee.  The aspect Monroe does discuss is the former. Obviously when recording someone’s dialogue, the interviewer can misinterpret or mishear what the speaker was saying.  Although she tried to record all interviews accurately, Monroe admits, “the interpretation of narrative data is as much an art as it is a science” (Monroe 21). Monroe recognizes that she could have made mistakes and therefore invites anyone who likes to examine the data for themselves, and see if they reach any different conclusions.  Nevertheless, it might have been wise before publishing the data to consult with other people and have them review her findings.

What Monroe leaves out entirely is the chance of error in the interviewees.  Hume noted that eyewitness testimony can be flawed because a person’s senses can make a mistake, a person misremembers, or because a person can lie (MSS class 1/7/02).  In the interviews conducted by Monroe it seems quite plausible that interviewees might lie if they felt a question might cast them in a negative light.  It seems that in an experiment that strikes at the relative goodness of a person, it increases the probability of exaggerating positive claims in order to make oneself look better to the interviewer and one’s self.  The way Monroe conducted the interviews was usually by telephone and although she recorded “most” of the conversations, they were coded by her alone.  As I learned through my discussion with Professor Rehfeld, one way to increase the likelihood of knowing whether or not the interviewee is lying is to have many people view the data.  Although this still does not prove conclusively whether an interviewee is lying, it can strengthen or weaken his or her credibility. By not having other researchers examine her data, Monroe failed to account for human testimony error.

Drawing conclusions from the evidence:
The final step in critiquing Monroe’s experiment is to assess the validity of the conclusions she draws from the evidence. The conclusion of her experiment was that altruists see themselves as having a strong link to the rest of the world and in particular to humanity and this alone can account for altruistic behavior.  Is this a reasonable conclusion to have reached based on the results of her research? Here we must consider three relevant concepts: 1) pure vs. imperfect information 2) probabilistic causation and 3) external confirmation. 

John Stuart Mill held the belief that, because of the inability to conduct perfectly controlled tests on humans, and because of their inherent complexity, one can never ascertain pure information regarding the human species.  He claimed that to ascertain perfect information “it would be necessary to know and record every sensation or impression received by the young pupil from a period long before it could speak” (Mill 51).  Mill agreed that general tendencies can be shown, and that the imperfect information available is a powerful tool, but to declare that an effect has only one cause is generally too strong a claim because of our inability to acquire pure information.  Yet Monroe ignores the fallible and limited nature of the information from her study.  In making the sweeping conclusion cited above, she treats her results as perfect, rather than imperfect information.

One implication of imperfect information is probabilistic causation.  In his article on evidence in pornography, Schauer defines probabilistic causation as occurring when: “a causal relationship exists, for types or classes, insofar as the putative cause increases the incidence of the effect…or increases the probability of the effect” (Schauer 752).  This means that although it is impossible to account for every factor in a social science experiment, one can say with relative certainty that X increases the likelihood of a result Y.  Using the theory of probabilistic causation, Monroe’s conclusion should have been that a particular world perspective increases the likelihood of altruistic behavior but other factors could be playing a role as well.  Instead, she boldly states in her conclusion that “Without this particular perspective, there are no altruists” (Monroe 216).  To me this seems to be a rather large claim.  If other factors could not be accounted for and were clouding the evidence in that there was more than just the one factor she identified, then her conclusion is no longer valid.  If on the other hand she had stated that perspective appears to be the sole cause of altruism, but she leaves room for the discovery of other contributory factors, I believe this would have been a much safer and sounder conclusion.  

One way to assess the credibility of research conclusions is to compare them to other research. Although it is impossible to prove a social science study with complete certainty, the more other similar experiments are consistent with one’s findings, the more valid the study’s results become.
  In this case Monroe’s findings are consistent with those of Anderson’s in “Imagined Communities.”   One of Monroe’s interviewees Tony (an altruist) described his connection with the rest of the world as follows:

“I see the whole world as one living body, basically.  But not the world only: the whole universe.  And I’m like one of the cells.  I’m as much a part of that as others.  Without me, the universe doesn’t exist anymore than my body exists without its cells.  I think that we are as much together as the cells in our body are together” (Monroe 206).

In this quote Tony sums up Monroe’s opinion that altruists see themselves as having a common connection with all others in the world, and even the universe.  This idea relates to “Imagined Communities” in that Anderson concluded that nationalism is not a tangible thing, but is conjured up in the minds of citizens.  About nationalism, he commented, “It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (Anderson 6). People who espouse nationalism do not know everyone in their community and yet they feel as though they have a connection and even a sort of caring with them.  Although Anderson applies this sense of connection with others only as far as the State, Monroe applies this perspective of the altruist to the entire world. Monroe could have incorporated Anderson’s article as further support of her claims.  If Anderson’s article is valid, then this would be additional proof that people can create a sense of closeness with others without ever knowing them, and Monroe could have used this as an example of her altruist perspective.  It is a shortcoming of her work only in the sense that this information could have bolstered her conclusions with pertinent findings from other research.

 Conclusion:

After analyzing the experiment performed by Monroe, I have come to the conclusion that she did an imperfect job, but one completely acceptable within the limitations of social science research.  What I mean by this is that any experiment can be improved upon and no one can take account of all the variables, but in my opinion Monroe took account of everything that could be expected of a social scientist and more.  For the most part, she recognizes the factors that could introduce an element of bias into her study, and states them directly and honestly. Overall, I was impressed with the depth and precision of her research, including the way she set up her experiment and the way in which she collected the data.  A skeptic regarding altruism to begin with, after reading Monroe’s work I now believe in at least a relative continuum of altruism and a strong correlation between a sense of oneness with humanity and altruistic behavior. 

�  John Stuart Mill, The Logic of the Moral Sciences, states that humans can never be studied in the same way as the physical sciences because of humans’ complexity (33).


� Hempel, Philosophy of Natural Science, discussion of the impossibility of collecting “all the relevant data” for any experiment (12-13).


� Hume, in An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, when discussing miracles claims the more amount of evidence and/or experiments conducted will help to proved a past study.





PAGE  
1

