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ABSTRACT

The starting assumption of this doctoral thesis is that the social and human
sciences (especially sociology) have, since their inception, adopted a “negativistic”
modus operandi that highlights only negative or pathological phenomena without
ever focusing on positive or healthy ones. From here, the thesis relies on the
hypothesis that there is no such thing as altruism or egoism in the behavioural sense
as claimed by sociobiologists or behaviourists — there are, instead, “altruistic
relationships” and “egoistic relationships”. It follows that its focus will be on
“relationships in action”, i.e., on a relational process that is both action and
interaction between individuals embedded in a socio-cultural context. In a
reciprocal motion, the context partly influences these processes and the processes,
in turn, influence the context.

I will support this hypothesis using two main tools: literature review, theoretical
analysis, and the presentation of some cases of “altruistic and selfish relationships”
that occurred during the Covid-19 pandemic in Italy, based on my participation on
the project PID2021-1239830B-100: “Conspiracy theories and Hate speech online:
Comparison of patterns in narratives and social networks about COVID-19,
immigrants, refugees and LGTBI people [NON-CONSPIRA-HATE!]”, funded by
MCIN/AEI/10.13039/501100011033/ and by “ERDF A way of making Europe”.
The former will encompass those scholars (such as Comte, Durkheim, Sorokin,
Moscovici, Mauss) who investigated positive phenomena and contributed to the
advancement of knowledge on them (either using the term “altruism” or with other
social constructs). The theoretical analysis (metatheory), instead, will identify the
elements determining positive and negative actions. Furthermore, it will detect their
significant relationships with all the components that constitute and give life to
socio-cultural phenomena (personality, society, and culture). This way privileges
the Ego/Alter relations within societal processes, since all social phenomena,
attitudes, and actions are constructed in a sphere with specific places, times, and

symbols. These three elements are crucial for the cognitive self-signification
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processes activated by individuals to build social realities in their daily relational
experience.

My final objective is to overcome the egoism/altruism dichotomy starting from
a procedural and methodological order relating to the object of study. It is not
altruism and egoism (static terms) that must be studied, but processes — i.e.,
relationships. More specifically, “altruistic relationships” and “egoistic
relationships”, where the former are positive relationships that benefit society (pro-
social or hetero-directed) and the latter are negative self-centred relationships (anti-
social or self-directed).

I will emphasize two fundamental aspects. First, [ will assert the need for positive
relationships (gratitude, altruism, solidarity, cooperation, etc.) to become an object
of study for the social sciences once again. On this issue, I will specify the role that
both positive actions and the social sciences hold for the development of humanity.
Second, I will identify the elements determining and influencing the most
significant relationships, to pinpoint those able to promote such actions.

The above are the essential elements I will address in the nine chapters that make
up this thesis (plus Introduction and two Appendixes) with the help of supporting

references.
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RESUMEN

La suposicion inicial de esta tesis doctoral es que las ciencias sociales y humanas
(especialmente la sociologia) han adoptado desde sus inicios un modus operandi
“negativista” que destaca Unicamente los fendémenos negativos o patoldgicos sin
centrarse nunca en los positivos o sanos. Con base en esta suposicion, la tesis se
fundamenta en la hipdtesis de que no existe el altruismo o el egoismo en el sentido
conductista, como afirman los sociobidlogos o los conductistas, sino que hay
“relaciones altruistas” y “relaciones egoistas”. De ahi que se centre en las
“relaciones en accion”, es decir, en un proceso relacional que es a la vez accion e
interaccion entre individuos inmersos en un contexto sociocultural. En un
movimiento reciproco, el contexto influye en parte en estos procesos y los procesos,
a su vez, influyen en el contexto.

Respaldaré esta hipotesis utilizando dos herramientas principales: la revision
bibliografica, el andlisis teorico y la presentacion de algunos casos de “relaciones
altruistas y egoistas” ocurridos durante la pandemia de Covid-19 en Italia, basado
en mi participaciéon en el proyecto PID2021-1239830B-100: “Teorias de la
conspiracion y discurso de odio en linea: comparacion de patrones en narrativas y
redes sociales sobre COVID-19, inmigrantes, refugiados y personas LGTBI”,
financiado por MCIN/AEI/10.13039/501100011033/ y por “FEDER Una manera
de hacer Europa”.

El primero englobara a aquellos estudiosos (como Comte, Durkheim, Sorokin,
Moscovici, Mauss) que investigaron fendémenos positivos y contribuyeron al
avance del conocimiento sobre ellos (ya fuera utilizando el término “altruismo” o
con otros constructos sociales). El analisis tedrico (metateoria), en cambio,
identificara los elementos que determinan las acciones positivas y negativas.
Ademas, este analisis detectard sus relaciones significativas con todos los
componentes que constituyen y dan vida a los fendmenos socioculturales
(personalidad, sociedad y cultura). De esta manera se privilegian las relaciones

Ego/Alter dentro de los procesos societales, ya que todos los fendmenos sociales,
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actitudes y acciones se construyen en un ambito con lugares, tiempos y simbolos
especificos. Estos tres elementos son cruciales para los procesos cognitivos de auto-
significacion activados por los individuos para construir realidades sociales en su
experiencia relacional cotidiana.

Mi objetivo final es superar la dicotomia egoismo/altruismo a partir de un orden
procedimental y metodologico relativo al objeto de estudio. No son el altruismo y
el egoismo (términos estaticos) lo que hay que estudiar, sino los procesos, es decir,
las relaciones. Mas concretamente, “relaciones altruistas” y “relaciones egoistas”,
donde las primeras son relaciones positivas que benefician a la sociedad (pro-
sociales o hetero-dirigidas) y las segundas son relaciones negativas egocéntricas
(anti-sociales o auto-dirigidas).

Haré hincapié en dos aspectos fundamentales. En primer lugar, afirmaré la
necesidad de que las relaciones positivas (gratitud, altruismo, solidaridad,
cooperacion, etc.) vuelvan a ser objeto de estudio de las ciencias sociales. A este
respecto, precisaré el papel que tanto las acciones positivas como las ciencias
sociales desempefian para el desarrollo de la humanidad. En segundo lugar,
identificaré¢ los elementos que determinan e influyen en las relaciones mas
significativas, para sefialar aquellos capaces de promover dichas acciones.

Los anteriores son los elementos esenciales que abordaré en los nueve capitulos
que componen esta tesis (mas la introduccioén y dos apéndices) con la ayuda de

referencias de apoyo.
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PRESENTATION

If one wants to understand why some scholars decide to research some themes
rather than others, it is essential to understand the genesis of these choices. In
sociological terms, it is vital to know the scripts' (Goffman, 1959) underpinning

such choices. Scripts support us because they are

complex knowledge structures about an ordered succession of actions, which
define various situations known from experience. The use of this form of
knowledge does not require specification or explanation of what one is doing

(Mangone, 2015, p. 11).

These introductory lines will describe the sequence of actions (scripts) that led
me to choose the subject underlying the drafting of this thesis.

My interest in positive action (prosocial behaviour) began when I was still a
teenager and attending secondary school in the mid-1980s. I was elected as a student
representative on student bodies and nicknamed Solidarnos¢ (Solidarity) — from the
Polish autonomous workers’ trade union founded in September 1980 following
strikes in the Gdansk shipyards and initially led by Lech Watgsa — because I took
on the task with a considerable commitment to the protection and equality of
students’ rights. This led me to study sociology at the university, becoming in 2006
a researcher in Sociology of Culture and Communication at University of Salerno
(Italy), then Associate professor (2015) in the same discipline. I achieved the Italian
Academic Qualification as Full Professor in Sociology of Culture and
Communication (2018) and in General Sociology (2022). This was possible
because in Italy until 2010 (the year in which the reform law to reorganise
universities and the recruitment of academic staff was passed) the title of Doctor

(PhD) was not mandatory to start a university career. And once this career started,

! Goffman uses this term to refer to recurring “sketches of interaction” that generically define the

essential role of the actors in a given situation.
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in Italy, it was not possible to obtain this title because attending a PhD course (by
law) is incompatible with the role of researcher or professor. The protective attitude
of my teenage years never left me. In 2017, an episode prompted me to turn my
attention to a sociological classic (Pitirim A. Sorokin) and, subsequently, to delve
into prosocial actions.

In 2016, my Italian colleague, Giuseppina Marsico, suggested that [ write —as a
sociologist — a short monograph on Sorokin (Mangone, 2018a). Together with Jaan
Valsiner (then at Aalborg University in Denmark) had ascertained that his thoughts
strongly influenced in many respects the birth of what was to become Cultural
Psychology. It thus seemed interesting to highlight those traits of Sorokin’s thought
that directly or indirectly flowed into this specialist branch of psychology. It was
the metaphorical beginning of my “marriage” with Sorokin, which continues to this
day — and which, according to the reviews of my publications, seems to have made
me the leading non-Russian European scholar (Zyuzev, 2020) on this imposing
sociological figure.

While delving into Sorokin’s thoughts, I came across the works published in his
last years at the Harvard Research Center in Creative Altruism, particularly his
book The Ways and Power of Love (Sorokin, 1954). The last part of this essay,
consisting of only one chapter (From Tribal Egoism to Universal Altruism)
describes the necessity of the passage from “tribal altruism or tribal egoism” to
“universal altruism”. The former is in-group altruism, i.e., expressed exclusively
within the group, making its members indifferent or even aggressive towards other
groups (out-groups). The latter, instead, extends beyond the in-group to embrace
the whole of humanity, bar none. In closing, the chapter poses humankind a

dilemma that is yet to be solved:

By the mysterious forces of destiny mankind is confronted with a stern
dilemma: either to continue its predatory policies of individual and tribal
egoism that lead it to its inevitable doom, or to embark upon the policies of
universal solidarity that brings humanity to the aspired for heaven on the
earth. It is up to everyone of us which of the two roads we prefer to choose

(Sorokin, 1954, p. 489).
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Reading this book led me to turn my attention to prosocial actions, although it
was not the only cause. I embraced Sorokin’s idea of committed sociology. This
branch of the social sciences should be free from the “negativistic” modus
operandi that brings out only negative or pathological phenomena without ever
highlighting positive and healthy ones. I also heartily agree with Sorokin’s belief
that the future of humankind — and its development — is in the hands of humanity
itself.

My first contribution on the topic was an article, Gratitude and the Relational
Theory of Society (Mangone, 2019a), in which, starting from Archer’s
morphogenetic cycle (1995) and through the asymmetry in gratitude proposed by
Luccarelli (2019), I examined gratitude through the perspective of the relational
theory of society (Donati, 2011a). As a symbolic-cultural reality, gratitude is a key
to reading everyday life. From this point onwards, I published yearly a variety of
research outputs on altruism as a form of prosocial action.

In the 2018/2019 academic year, I enrolled at the Escuela de Doctorado of the
Universidad de Huelva [University of Huelva Doctorate School] in the Programa
de Doctorado en Ciencias Sociales y de la Educacion [Doctoral Programme on
Social Sciences and Education]. In the current phase of my academic career,
attending and obtaining a doctorate was the best way to focus my research activities
on this “niche” of the social sciences. Besides, it allowed me to consolidate the
relationships and academic collaborations already in place with colleagues at the
Universidad de Huelva and in particular with colleagues from the Research Centre
“Estudios Sociales y Intervencion Social” (Grupo ESEIS, SEJ-216, www.eseis.es)
directed by Estrella Gualda Caballero. And also to initiate a line of publications on
positive actions during the time of realization of my Thesis (Appendix A) that has
currently culminated in the publication of the Italian-language book, Solidarieta
Sociale [Social Solidarity] (Mangone, 2022a).

In short, these are the reasons behind the idea of my doctoral thesis entitled
Beyond the Dichotomy Egoism / Altruism. Society and Positive Actions, which has
been accepted by the Escuela de Doctorado of the Universidad de Huelva

[University of Huelva Doctorate School]. It is a doctoral thesis registered in the
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Doctoral Programme in “Social and Educational Sciences” and it is part of the
research line “Investigaciéon e Intervencion Social y Educativa” [Social and
Educational Research and Intervention]. The results of this thesis will be presented

in the following pages.
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PRESENTACION

Para entender por qué algunos estudiosos deciden investigar unos temas en lugar
de otros, es esencial comprender la génesis de estas elecciones. En términos
socioldgicos, es vital conocer los guiones [scripts]' (Goffman, 1959) que sustentan

tales elecciones. Los guiones nos apoyan porque son

estructuras complejas de conocimiento sobre una sucesion ordenada de
acciones, que definen diversas situaciones conocidas por la experiencia. El
uso de esta forma de conocimiento no requiere especificar o explicar lo que

se estd haciendo (Mangone, 2015, p. 11).

Estas lineas introductorias describirdn la secuencia de las acciones (guiones) que
me llevaron a elegir el tema que subyace a la redaccion de esta tesis.

Mi interés por la accidon positiva (comportamiento prosocial) comenzo a
mediados de los afios ochenta, cuando ain era adolescente y asistia a la escuela
secundaria. Me eligieron representante de los estudiantes en los oOrganos
estudiantiles y me apodaron Solidarnos¢ (Solidaridad) - del sindicato autobnomo de
trabajadores polacos fundado en septiembre de 1980 a raiz de las huelgas en los
astilleros de Gdansk y dirigido inicialmente por Lech Walgsa - porque asumi esta
tarea con un considerable compromiso para la proteccion y a la igualdad de los
derechos de los estudiantes. Esto me llevo a estudiar sociologia en la universidad,
convirtiéndome en 2006 en investigadora de Sociologia de la Cultura y la
Comunicacién en la Universidad de Salerno (Italia), luego en profesora asociada
(2015) en la misma disciplina, y logré la titulacion académica italiana como
profesora titular en Sociologia de la Cultura y la Comunicacion (2018) y en
Sociologia General (2022). Esto fue posible porque en Italia hasta el 2010 (afio en

que se aprob¢ la ley de reforma para reorganizar las universidades y la contratacion

! Goffman utiliza este término para referirse a los “esbozos de interaccion” recurrentes que definen

genéricamente el papel esencial de los actores en una situacion determinada.
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del personal académico) el titulo de Doctor (PhD) no era obligatorio para iniciar
una carrera universitaria. Y una vez iniciada esta carrera, en Italia no era posible
obtener este titulo porque asistir a un curso de doctorado (por ley) es incompatible
con la funcidén de investigador o profesor.

La actitud protectora de mi adolescencia nunca me abandoné. En 2017, un
episodio me impulso a dirigir mi atencion hacia un clasico de la sociologia (Pitirim
A. Sorokin) y, posteriormente, a profundizar el tema de las acciones prosociales.

En 2016, mi colega italiana, Giuseppina Marsico, me propuso escribir -como
socidloga- una breve monografia sobre Sorokin (Mangone, 2018a). Junto con Jaan
Valsiner (entonces en la Universidad de Aalborg, Dinamarca) comprobé que su
pensamiento influyé fuertemente en muchos aspectos en el nacimiento de lo que
seria la Psicologia Cultural. Asi pues, parecia interesante destacar aquellos rasgos
del pensamiento de Sorokin que directa o indirectamente desembocaron en esta
rama especializada de la psicologia. Fue el comienzo metaforico de mi “matrimonio
intelectual” con Sorokin, que continua hasta hoy y que, segun las resefias de mis
publicaciones, parece haberme convertido en el principal experto europeo no ruso
(Zyuzev, 2020) sobre esta imponente figura socioldgica.

Al profundizar en el pensamiento de Sorokin, me topé con los trabajos
publicados en sus ultimos afios en el Centro de Investigacion de Harvard sobre
Altruismo Creativo, en particular con su libro Los caminos y el poder del amor
(Sorokin, 1954). La ultima parte de este ensayo, que consta de un solo capitulo
(“Del egoismo tribal al altruismo universal”) describe la necesidad del paso del
“altruismo tribal o egoismo tribal” al “altruismo universal”. El primero es el
altruismo dentro del grupo, es decir, que se expresa exclusivamente dentro del
grupo, haciendo que sus miembros sean indiferentes o incluso agresivos hacia otros
grupos (fuera del grupo). El segundo, en cambio, se extiende mas alla del grupo
interno para abarcar a toda la humanidad, sin excepcion. Para terminar, el capitulo

plantea a la humanidad un dilema atin por resolver:
Por las misteriosas fuerzas del destino, la humanidad se enfrenta a un severo

dilema: continuar con sus politicas depredadoras de egoismo individual y

tribal que la conducen a su inevitable perdicion, o embarcarse en las politicas
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de solidaridad universal que llevan a la humanidad al anhelado cielo en la
tierra. Depende de cada uno de nosotros cual de los dos caminos preferimos

elegir (Sorokin, 1954, p. 489).

La lectura de este libro me llevé a centrar mi atencion en las acciones
prosociales, aunque esta no fue la tnica causa. Hice mia la idea de Sorokin de una
sociologia comprometida. Esta rama de las ciencias sociales deberia liberarse del
modus operandi “negativista” que saca a la luz inicamente los fendmenos negativos
0 patologicos sin destacar nunca los positivos y saludables. También estoy
totalmente de acuerdo con la creencia de Sorokin de que el futuro de la humanidad
-y su desarrollo- esta en manos de la propia humanidad.

Mi primera contribuciéon sobre el tema fue un articulo, Gratitude and the
Relational Theory of Society [La gratitud y la teoria relacional de la sociedad]
(Mangone, 2019a), en el que, a partir del ciclo morfogenético de Archer (1995)y a
través de la asimetria en la gratitud propuesta por Luccarelli (2019), examiné la
gratitud a través de la perspectiva de la teoria relacional de la sociedad (Donati,
2011a). Como realidad simbolico-cultural, la gratitud es una clave de lectura de la
vida cotidiana. A partir de este momento, publiqué anualmente diversos trabajos de
investigacion sobre el altruismo como forma de accion prosocial.

Durante el afio académico 2018/2019, me matriculé en la Escuela de Doctorado
de la Universidad de Huelva, en el Programa de Doctorado en Ciencias Sociales y
de la Educacion. En la fase actual de mi carrera académica, cursar y obtener el
doctorado era la mejor manera de centrar mi actividad investigadora en este "nicho"
de las ciencias sociales. Ademas, esta decision me permitié consolidar las
relaciones y colaboraciones académicas ya existentes con colegas de la Universidad
de Huelva, y en particular con colegas del Grupo de Investigacion “Estudios
Sociales e Intervencion Social (Grupo ESEIS, SEJ-216, www.eseis.es) dirigido por
Estrella Gualda Caballero, y también iniciar una linea de publicaciones sobre
acciones positivas (Anexo A) que actualmente ha culminado con la publicacion del
libro en italiano Solidarieta Sociale [Solidaridad Social] (Mangone, 2022a).

Finalmente, estas son las razones que subyacen a la idea de mi tesis doctoral

titulada Beyond the Dichotomy Egoism / Altruism. Society and Positive Actions
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[Mas alla de la dicotomia egoismo/altruismo. Sociedad y acciones positivas], cuya
realizacion ha sido aceptada por la Escuela de Doctorado de la Universidad de
Huelva. Se trata de una tesis doctoral inscrita en el Programa de doctorado en
“Ciencias Sociales y de la Educacion”, adscribiéndose mi tesis doctoral a la linea
de investigacion “Investigacion e Intervencion Social y Educativa”. Los resultados

de esta tesis se expondran en las paginas siguientes.
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INTRODUCTION

When we speak of altruism and egoism, we usually refer to individual
conditions. However, a deeper analysis reveals that, in everyday life, egoism and
altruism are closely linked to social and cultural contexts and, therefore, to
meaningful interactions and relationships.

There is, unquestionably, no single definition of altruism, nor a single approach
to its analysis, and common sense considers egoism to be its opposite. Throughout
the history of thought, different disciplines have proposed their key to its
explanation and interpretation, basing it on the typical characteristics of their
specific areas of analysis.

The term altruism was first used by Comte (1851-1854, 1852) and became
widespread after 1852 (Dixon, 2012) with the translation of his works into English.
For Comte, a positivist, altruism represented the compelling impetus for the
intellectual and moral development of humankind, who should strive for such a
development. With this term, he commonly refers to those actions that benefit
others than the actor. Indeed, for Comte, altruism means “living for others” (vivre
pour autrui) and egoism is its opposite.

Since Comte, the various bids for defining the concept have fallen far from
clarifying them. Their pronounced relativity and ambiguity are due to certain
aspects, chiefly the typical processes and forms of human sociability, and their
constant and repeated functional correlations over time and social space.

Be that as it may, all definitions of altruism agree on some aspects, which
Simmons well identifies and summarises (1991, p. 3): altruism, /) seeks to increase
the well-being of another, not one’s own; 2) is voluntary; 3) is intentional, designed
to help someone else; and 4) does not expect any external reward in return. The four
features above constitute the essential elements of human relationality: a) the
presence of another, be it generalised or not; b) the willingness to interact and form
a relationship; ¢) a precise sense and meaning, and finally d) the absence of

expectations towards the other.
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This contribution embraces the concise and precise definition of altruism
proposed by Macaulay and Berkowitz (1970) “as behavior carried out to benefit
another without anticipation of rewards from external sources” (p. 3). The definition
implicitly refers to relationships between individuals. It also implies that such
behaviour is universally present and independent of external sources: those who
decide to act altruistically do so voluntarily. We can thus unearth a sort of
agreement on definitions based on two orders of principles. First, altruistic
behaviour presupposes a non-egocentric position (self-sacrifice). Second, there is
no such thing as altruistic personalities because individuals behave differently along
the temporal dimension even in the face of the same situation.

Moscovici (2000a) reaches this conclusion when, in his essay on the elementary
forms of altruism (participatory, fiduciary, and normative altruism), he wonders
whether there are “true altruists” or, better, whether there is an “altruistic
personality”, as well as an “introverted” or “authoritarian personality”. While no
scientific evidence can support the existence of an “altruistic personality”, there are
similar conditions that unite individuals, highlighted by both Rusthon (1980) and
Futz and Cialdini (1990). These qualities can be summarised as follows: a)
individuals help others only in certain situations; b) individuals are not always in a
position to help others, and ¢) the same individuals who help others in certain
circumstances may not do so in other circumstances.

One cannot say that a given individual is more “altruistic” than another once and
for all, nor can it be said that if an individual has behaved altruistically in a specific
situation, he will always do so in different contingencies: it depends on the context.
Pro-social behaviour knows no constant, apart from the core issue that altruistic and
egoistic behaviour both occur within a relationship.

Individual lives and the social system are in a reciprocal exchange. Attention
should be paid not to the individual as the recipient of decisions but as the “subject”
and active participant in decision-making processes. The approach should shift
from reducing altruism and egoism to economic aspects alone (particularly rational
choice, see Abell, 1991; Allingham, 2006) to focusing on the overall interactions
between all the other relevant social and cultural variables. In this perspective, the

concept of common sense (van Holthoon, Olson, 1987) is paramount for the
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construction of social reality. Whenever individuals directly experience any
situation, they mobilise that “embedded knowledge” typical of common sense. The
latter is here understood as a cultural system: a set of thought frameworks,
representations, and perceptual schemes with both cognitive and symbolic aspects
(social practices and rules). Acting subjects employ it implicitly: it exists latently
in their mind; they activate it without being aware. Individuals represent their
actions in different ways and at different levels by considering them acceptable
according to their everyday life experience. Changes in attitudes towards other
individuals result from the combination of the psychic component and a broader
understanding of the social context. The latter arises from the constraints and
conditioning of the context and the actions of humans on it — understood as history,
relationships, and collective transformations. All individuals elaborate an idea and
representation of what “altruism” and “egoism” mean to them, which appear as
objective facts. However, they are highly relative and dependent on three key
points: the spatial-temporal dimension, culture, and the relationality and sociality
of individuals.

In other words, the relationship between how individuals think about altruism
and egoism and how they perceive them appertains to the cognitive activity of
classifying, which enables systematically grouping the information coming from
outside and inside (body signals). Attitudes towards others are guided by one’s
perception of altruism and egoism. Social reality arises from the social meaning
attributed to situations and those produced by the subjective world.

Altruism and egoism, perceived as reality, affect individuals precisely because
of their relationship with others, manifested through everyday roles. Recalling
Griswold (1994), we can consider them a cultural object, in between a “fact” and a
“structure”. They are the result of interpretation and, therefore, as interpreted
cultural objects, they see the forms of representation shared over time increase or
decrease. In such a scenario, the portrayals of altruism and egoism express the
subjective sense attributed to this category and the cultural and social frame of
reference of a precise time and space (Schiitz, 1932). Time and space thus become

fundamental variables: the construction and representations of altruism and egoism
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are present both in the micro scene of everyday life and in the macro-institutional
scene.

The starting points are the embedded knowledge (common sense) and primary
relations (Cooley, 1962) that precede all reflections and cognitive insights in
everyday life. Through the primary relationships, individuals recognise themselves
and, more importantly, are open to recognising others. They recognise the other and
recognise themselves in the other (Mead, 1934), thus determining the Self by
combining self- (I) and hetero-referentiality (Me). The Self stems from the social
process of self-interaction in which individuals point out to themselves the
dynamics involved in the situations they experience; the resulting action depends
on the interpretation of those same dynamics. Since both altruism and egoism are
part of the self-interaction process, the Self allows individuals engaged with others
to shape the ideas of altruism and egoism to guide their conduct, acting for changing
not only the attitudes but also the social structure.

The “life-world” (Lebenswelt) — which Husserl (1954) defined as the “realm of
original evidence” — and the subjects' are thus reciprocally connected. Such a
connection allows for the recognition of the other. Since individuals are constantly
seeking a balance between the psychic and social components, they are somewhat
obliged to relate to the surrounding world and, consequently, to the other. All
cultural aspects and social relationships are paramount for “constructing” and
“producing” the concepts of altruism and egoism in everyday life.

Hence “altruistic relationships” develop when relations aim at the continuous
search for well-being in a situation of individual and collective “consciousness” and
“responsibility”. In everyday reality, the social, value, cultural or relational
component can represent the multiplier of well-being, without which any work,
good, structure or service are either sterile or perceived as unimportant. “Altruistic

relationships™ are an abstract concept no longer. They become the “social place”

! Here, “That Subject is freedom, and the criterion of the good is the individual’s ability to control

his or her actions and situation, to see and experience modes of behaviour as components in a
personal life history, to see himself or herself as an actor. The Subject is an individual’s will to act

and to be recognised as an actor.” (Touraine, 1995/1992, p. 207).
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generating reciprocity between individuals, engendered by trust-promoting
reflexivity.

Given these theoretical premises, this research project based its existence on the
hypothesis that there is no such thing as altruism or egoism in the behavioural sense,
but instead “altruistic and egoistic relationships”. It follows that the focus will be
on “relationships in action”, i.e., on relational processes that are at the same time
action and interaction between individuals embedded in a socio-cultural context.
The latter partly influences these processes which, in turn, affect the context.

I will support this hypothesis using a twofold method: literature reviews and
theoretical analysis. The former will address those scholars (such as Comte,
Durkheim, Sorokin, Moscovici, Mauss) who investigated positive phenomena and
contributed to advancing our knowledge of them (either using the term altruism or
through other social constructs). The theoretical analysis will identify the elements
determining positive and negative actions. It will also detect their significant
relationships with all the components that constitute and give life to socio-cultural
phenomena (personality, society, and culture). This approach privileges the spaces
of Ego/Alter relations within the societal processes, since all social phenomena,
attitudes, and actions are constructed in a sphere with specific places, times, and
symbols. This trio is crucial for the cognitive processes of self-signification with
which individuals erect the social realities of their daily relational experience.

I aim to overcome the egoism/altruism dichotomy starting from a procedural and
methodological order related to the object of study. We should not study altruism
and egoism (static terms) but replace them with processes. We should examine
relationships — more specifically “altruistic relationships” and “egoistic
relationships”. Altruistic relationships are positive and favour the whole of society
(pro-social or hetero-directed); egoistic relationships are negative and favour just
the actor (anti-social or self-directed). My main guidelines will be two: 1) claiming
the need for positive relationships (gratitude, altruism, solidarity, cooperation, etc.)
to be again an object of study in the social sciences — and I will specify the role of
both positive actions and the social sciences in the development of humanity; 2)
identifying the elements determining and influencing significant relationships, to

pinpoint those who can promote such actions.
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This thesis consists of nine chapters plus the presentation and two appendixs,
this introduction, the conclusions, and the bibliographical references.

In the Chapter I, Sociological Knowledge for Understanding Sociocultural
Phenomena, it is explained why it is essential to know about socio-cultural changes
in society and the role of sociological knowledge in the processes of explaining and
understanding sociocultural dynamics in order to be able to outline pathways and
tools suitable for improving the quality of life of individuals.

Chapter 11, Objectives and Hypotheses, describes the hypotheses and aims at the
basis of the research project from which this thesis stems. In it, the hypothesis and
the two General Objectives are made explicit, and the Specific Objectives that made
it possible to achieve the General Objectives are also described. The following
chapter (Chapter III), Research Steps and Methodology, describes all the steps
involved in the research and its methodology. It also offers the reasons behind the
choice of meta-theory as a method. The Chapter IV (The Rediscovery of Altruism
and Sociology) discusses the main sociological theories to support the more specific
meta-theoretical analysis on the topic, which I carry out in the fifth chapter (7he
Intellectual Legacy of the Social Sciences). Chapter VI, Beyond the Dichotomy
Altruism/Egoism, applies the second of Ritzer’s types of meta-theory (1990): the
constitution of a new theory. In this case, it is the presentation of a new model of
analysis of altruism and egoism through relationships.

Chapter VII (The Role of Dichotomy Egoism/Altruism During the Covid-19
Pandemic: The Case of Italy) bases, on the model presented in the previous
sections, some case studies that marked Italy during the Covid-19 pandemic. The
last two chapters respectively present concluding reflections (Chapter VIII) and
possible new lines of research (Chapter IX) on some of the factors influencing the

transformations of relationships.

30



INTRODUCCION

Cuando hablamos de altruismo y egoismo, nos referimos en general a
condiciones individuales. Sin embargo, un analisis mas profundo revela que, en la
vida cotidiana, egoismo y altruismo estdn estrechamente ligados a contextos
sociales y culturales y, por lo tanto, a interacciones y relaciones significativas.

Indudablemente, no existe una Unica definicion de altruismo, ni un unico
enfoque para su andlisis, y el sentido comun considera que el egoismo es su opuesto.
A lo largo de la historia del pensamiento, diferentes disciplinas han propuesto sus
claves de lecturas para su explicacién e interpretacion, basandose en las
caracteristicas propias de sus areas especificas de analisis.

El término altruismo fue utilizado por primera vez por Comte (1851-1854, 1852)
y se generaliz6 a partir de 1852 (Dixon, 2012) con la traduccién al inglés de sus
obras. Para Comte, que era un positivista, el altruismo representaba el impulso
imperioso para el desarrollo intelectual y moral de la humanidad, que debia
esforzarse por alcanzarlo. Con este término se alude comunmente a aquellas
acciones que benefician a otras personas distintas del actor. De hecho, para Comte,
el altruismo significa “vivir para los demas” [vivre pour autrui] y el egoismo es su
opuesto.

Desde Comte, los diversos debates para definir el concepto han estado lejos de
aclararlo. Su pronunciada relatividad y ambigiiedad se deben a ciertos aspectos,
principalmente a los procesos y formas tipicos de la sociabilidad humana, y a sus
constantes y repetidas correlaciones funcionales a lo largo del tiempo y del espacio
social.

Sea como fuera, todas las definiciones de altruismo coinciden en algunos
aspectos que Simmons identifica y resume bien (1991, p. 3): el altruismo, /) busca
aumentar el bienestar del otro, no el propio; 2) es voluntario; 3) es intencional,
disefiado para ayudar a otra persona; y 4) no espera ninguna recompensa externa a
cambio. Las cuatro caracteristicas anteriores constituyen los elementos esenciales

de la relacionalidad humana: a) la presencia del otro, generalizada o no; b) la
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voluntad de interactuar y formar una relacidon; ¢) un sentido y un significado
precisos y, por ultimo, d) la ausencia de expectativas hacia el otro.

Esta contribucion recoge la definicion concisa y precisa de altruismo propuesta
por Macaulay y Berkowitz (1970) “como el comportamiento realizado para
beneficiar a otro sin anticipar recompensas de fuentes externas” (p. 3). La definicion
se refiere implicitamente a las relaciones entre individuos. También implica que
dicho comportamiento se da universalmente y es independiente de fuentes externas:
quienes deciden actuar de forma altruista lo hacen voluntariamente. Asi pues,
podemos desenterrar una especie de acuerdo sobre definiciones basadas en dos
ordenes de principios. En primer lugar, el comportamiento altruista presupone una
posicion no egocéntrica (abnegacion). En segundo lugar, no existen personalidades
altruistas porque los individuos se comportan de forma diferente a lo largo de la
dimension temporal incluso ante la misma situacion.

Moscovici (2000a) llega a esta conclusion cuando, en su ensayo sobre las formas
elementales de altruismo (altruismo participativo, fiduciario y normativo), se
pregunta si existen “verdaderos altruistas” o, mejor, si existe una “personalidad
altruista”, asi como una “personalidad introvertida” o “autoritaria”. Aunque no hay
pruebas cientificas que avalen la existencia de una “personalidad altruista”, hay
condiciones similares que unen a los individuos, destacadas tanto por Rusthon
(1980) como por Futz y Cialdini (1990). Estas cualidades pueden resumirse asi: a)
los individuos ayudan a los demds solo en determinadas situaciones; b) los
individuos no siempre estan en condiciones de ayudar a los demas, y ¢) los mismos
individuos que ayudan a los demds en determinadas circunstancias pueden no
hacerlo en otras.

La vida individual y el sistema social se encuentran en un intercambio reciproco.
Deberia prestarse atencidon no al individuo como receptor de decisiones, sino como
“sujeto” y participante activo en los procesos de toma de decisiones. El enfoque
deberia pasar de reducir el altruismo y el egoismo tUnicamente a los aspectos
economicos (en particular, la eleccion racional, véase Abell, 1991; Allingham,
2006) a enfocarse en las interacciones globales entre todas las demas variables
sociales y culturales pertinentes. En esta perspectiva, el concepto de sentido comiin

(van Holthoon, Olson, 1987) es primordial para la construccion de la realidad
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social. Cada vez que los individuos experimentan directamente cualquier situacion,
movilizan ese “conocimiento incorporado” tipico del sentido comun. Este ultimo
se entiende aqui como un sistema cultural: un conjunto de marcos de pensamiento,
representaciones y esquemas perceptivos con aspectos tanto cognitivos como
simbolicos (practicas y reglas sociales). Los sujetos que actiian lo emplean de forma
implicita: existe de forma latente en su mente; lo activan sin ser conscientes. Los
individuos representan sus acciones de distintas maneras y a distintos niveles al
considerarlas aceptables seglin su experiencia de la vida cotidiana. Los cambios de
actitud hacia otros individuos son el resultado de la combinacion del componente
psiquico y una comprension mas amplia del contexto social. Este ultimo surge de
las limitaciones y condicionamientos del contexto y de las acciones de los seres
humanos sobre ¢l, entendidas como historia, relaciones y transformaciones
colectivas. Todos los individuos elaboran una idea y una representacion de lo que
significan para ellos el “altruismo” y el “egoismo”, que aparecen como hechos
objetivos. Sin embargo, son muy relativos y dependen de tres puntos clave: la
dimensidn espacio-temporal, la cultura y la relacionalidad y socialidad de los
individuos.

En otras palabras, la relacion entre como piensan los individuos sobre el
altruismo y el egoismo y cémo los perciben pertenece a la actividad cognitiva de
clasificar, que permite agrupar sistematicamente la informacion procedente del
exterior y del interior (sefales corporales). Las actitudes hacia los demas se guian
por la propia percepcion del altruismo y el egoismo. La realidad social surge del
significado social que se atribuye a las situaciones y las que produce el mundo
subjetivo.

El altruismo y el egoismo, percibidos como realidad, afectan a los individuos
precisamente por su relacion con los demas, manifestada a través de los roles
cotidianos. Recordando a Griswold (1994), podemos considerarlos un objeto
cultural, entre un “hecho” y una “estructura”. Son el resultado de la interpretacion
y, por lo tanto, como objetos culturales interpretados, ven aumentar o disminuir las
formas de representacion compartidas a lo largo del tiempo. En tal escenario, las
representaciones del altruismo y el egoismo expresan el sentido subjetivo atribuido

a esta categoria y el marco de referencia cultural y social de un tiempo y un espacio
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precisos (Schiitz, 1932). El tiempo y el espacio se convierten asi en variables
fundamentales: la construccion y las representaciones del altruismo y el egoismo
estan presentes tanto en la microescena de la vida cotidiana como en la macroescena
institucional.

Los puntos de partida son el conocimiento incorporado (sentido comun) y las
relaciones primarias (Cooley, 1962) que preceden a todas las reflexiones y
percepciones cognitivas en la vida cotidiana. A través de las relaciones primarias,
los individuos se reconocen a si mismos y, lo que es mas importante, estdn abiertos
areconocer a los demas. Reconocen al otro y se reconocen en el otro (Mead, 1934),
determinando asi el Yo mediante la combinacion de autorreferencialidad (Yo) y
heterorreferencialidad (Mi). El Yo surge del proceso social de autointeraccion en el
que los individuos se sefialan a si mismos la dindmica implicada en las situaciones
que experimentan; la accion resultante depende de la interpretacion de esa misma
dinamica. Dado que tanto el altruismo como el egoismo forman parte del proceso
de autointeraccion, el Yo permite a los individuos que se relacionan con otros dar
forma a las ideas de altruismo y egoismo para guiar su conducta, actuando para
cambiar no sélo las actitudes sino también la estructura social.

El “mundo de la vida” (Lebenswelt) - que Husserl (1954) definié como el “reino
de la evidencia originaria” - y los sujetos' estan, entonces, conectados
reciprocamente. Dicha conexion permite el reconocimiento del otro. Dado que los
individuos buscan constantemente un equilibrio entre los componentes psiquico y
social, se ven obligados en cierto modo a relacionarse con el mundo circundante y,
en consecuencia, con el otro. Todos los aspectos culturales y las relaciones sociales
son primordiales para “construir” y “producir” los conceptos de altruismo y
egoismo en la vida cotidiana.

De ahi que las “relaciones altruistas” se desarrollen cuando las relaciones
apuntan a la bisqueda continua del bienestar en una situacion de “conciencia” y

“responsabilidad” individual y colectiva. En la realidad cotidiana, el componente

! Aqui, “Ese Sujeto es la libertad, y el criterio del bien es la capacidad del individuo de controlar sus
acciones y su situacion, de ver y experimentar modos de comportamiento como componentes de una
historia vital personal, de verse a si mismo como actor. El Sujeto es la voluntad del individuo de

actuar y de ser reconocido como actor” (Touraine, 1995/1992, p. 207).
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social, valorativo, cultural o relacional puede representar el multiplicador del
bienestar, sin el cual cualquier obra, bien, estructura o servicio son estériles o se
perciben como carentes de importancia. Las “relaciones altruistas” dejan de ser un
concepto abstracto. Se convierten en el “lugar social” que genera la reciprocidad
entre los individuos, engendrada por la reflexividad promotora de la confianza.

Dadas estas premisas tedricas, este proyecto de investigacion parte de la
hipdtesis de que no existen el altruismo ni el egoismo en el sentido conductual, sino
“relaciones altruistas y egoistas”. De ello se deduce que la atencion se centrara en
las “relaciones en accidon”, es decir, en los procesos relacionales que son al mismo
tiempo accion e interaccion entre individuos inmersos en un contexto sociocultural.
Este tltimo influye en parte en dichos procesos que, a su vez, afectan al contexto.

Demostraré esta hipdtesis utilizando un doble método: revision bibliografica y
analisis tedrico. El primero se referird a aquellos estudiosos (como Comte,
Durkheim, Sorokin, Moscovici, Mauss) que investigaron los fenémenos positivos
y contribuyeron al avance de nuestro conocimiento de los mismos (ya fuera
utilizando el término altruismo o a través de otros constructos sociales). El analisis
teorico identificara los elementos que determinan las acciones positivas y negativas.
También detectara sus relaciones significativas con todos los componentes que
constituyen y dan vida a los fendémenos socioculturales (personalidad, sociedad y
cultura). Este enfoque privilegia los espacios de relaciones Ego/Alter dentro de los
procesos societales, ya que todos los fendmenos sociales, actitudes y acciones se
construyen en una esfera con lugares, tiempos y simbolos especificos. Este trio es
crucial para los procesos cognitivos de auto-significacion con los que los individuos
erigen las realidades sociales de su experiencia relacional cotidiana.

Pretendo superar la dicotomia egoismo/altruismo a partir de un orden
procedimental y metodologico relacionado con el objeto de estudio. No debemos
estudiar el altruismo y el egoismo (términos estaticos), sino sustituirlos por
procesos. Debemos examinar las relaciones, mas concretamente las “relaciones
altruistas” y las “relaciones egoistas”. Las relaciones altruistas son positivas y
favorecen a toda la sociedad (pro-sociales o hetero-dirigidas); las relaciones
egoistas son negativas y favorecen solo al actor (anti-sociales o auto-dirigidas). Mis

lineas guias seran dos: 1) reivindicar la necesidad de que las relaciones positivas
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(gratitud, altruismo, solidaridad, cooperacion, etc.) vuelvan a ser objeto de estudio
de las ciencias sociales -y precisaré el papel tanto de las acciones positivas como
de las ciencias sociales en el desarrollo de la humanidad-; 2) identificar los
elementos que determinan e influyen en las relaciones significativas, para sefialar a
quienes pueden promover tales acciones.

Esta tesis consta de nueve capitulos mas la presentacion y dos apéndices, esta
introduccion, las conclusiones y las referencias bibliograficas.

El capitulo I, Sociological Knowledge for Understanding Sociocultural
Phenomena [Conocimiento socioldgico para la comprension de los fendmenos
socioculturales], explica las razones por las que es imprescindible conocer los
cambios socioculturales de la sociedad y el papel del conocimiento socioldgico en
los procesos de explicacion y comprension de las dindmicas socioculturales para
poder trazar caminos e instrumentos adecuados para mejorar la calidad de vida de
las personas.

En el capitulo II, Hypotheses and Objectives [HipOtesis y objetivos], se
describen las hipdtesis y los objetivos en los que se basa el proyecto de
investigacion a partir del cual se desarrolla esta tesis. Explica las hipdtesis y los dos
objetivos generales, y describe también los objetivos especificos que han permitido
alcanzar los objetivos generales. En el capitulo siguiente (Capitulo III), Research
Steps and Methodology [Pasos de la investigacion y metodologia], se describen
todos los pasos de la investigacion y su metodologia.

También ofrece las razones que subyacen a la eleccion de la metateoria como
método. El capitulo IV, The Rediscovery of Altruism and Sociology |[El
redescubrimiento del altruismo y la sociologia] analiza las principales teorias
socioldgicas para apoyar el analisis metatedrico mas especifico sobre el tema, que
llevo a cabo en el quinto capitulo (The Intellectual Legacy of the Social Sciences
[El legado intelectual de las ciencias sociales]). El capitulo VI, Beyond the
Dichotomy Altruism/Egoism [Més alla de la dicotomia altruismo/egoismo], aplica
el segundo de los tipos de metateoria de Ritzer (1990): la constitucién de una nueva
teoria. En este caso, se trata de la presentacion de un nuevo modelo de analisis del

altruismo y el egoismo a través de las relaciones.
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El capitulo VII (The Role of Dichotomy Egoism/Altruism During the Covid-19
Pandemic: The Case of Italy [El papel de la dicotomia egoismo/altruismo durante
la pandemia de Covid-19: El caso de Italia]) estd basado en el modelo presentado
en las secciones anteriores, y analizard algunos estudios de casos que caracterizaron
a [talia durante la pandemia de Covid-19. En los dos ultimos capitulos se presentan
respectivamente las conclusiones (Capitulo VIII) y las posibles nuevas lineas de
investigacion (Capitulo IX) sobre algunos de los factores que influyen en la

transformacion de las relaciones.
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CHAPTER 1

SOCIOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE FOR UNDERSTANDING
SOCIOCULTURAL PHENOMENA

1.1. Global society and sociocultural change

The reciprocity between the “life-world”, Lebenswelt (Husserl, 1954), and the
social system (conjugation of the social and cultural dimensions, socio-cultural
phenomena) is well represented by the fact that attention is no longer paid only to
the individual as the recipient of decisions, but to the individual as “subject” and
active participant in social processes. In this way, there is a shift from an approach
that tends to reduce the cultural dimension to aspects of a symbolic nature alone, to
an approach that pays attention to the overall interactions between all the social
variables, i.e. which can be precisely defined as “sociocultural” and which is
characterised by being linked to the dimensions of space (situational) and time
(temporal).

What can be defined as sociocultural constitutes, perhaps, the fundamental
dimension of everyday life and as such it is necessary to understand it in relation to
different contexts. It is through this study, in fact, that pathways can be
hypothesised to improve the relationships and forms, which derive from it, through
which interactions between individuals and between them and the other systems of
society are expressed.

It is also clear at this point that the controversy between those who proclaim the
supremacy of the individual over society and those who, conversely, proclaim the
supremacy of society over the individual is insignificant, because the individual,
social and cultural components are interdependent and mutually influential. As one
can easily understand, what has to do with the socio-cultural dimension is not static,
but is in constant motion, and the first aspect of dynamics is how systems of
meanings, norms and values are born, reproduce and are incorporated by

individuals and groups of individuals. Human beings in their daily life experience
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are producers of meanings, norms and values because they experience and produce
meaningful interactions. The shared values and attitudes that underpin structure and
actions are, in fact, about the experience related to individuals’ thinking and the
processes of symbolic mediation that enable the attribution of meaning. Therefore,
all cognitive activities (i.e., knowledge acquisition) that allow for the construction
of conceptual and representative maps can be considered as the achievement of a
balance between the assimilation process that ensures continuity over time and the
accommodation process to be understood as the ability to deal with future changes
and uncertainties in the present.

Both the assimilation and accommodation processes with the advent of
globalisation, understood as “the intensification of worldwide social relations
which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by
events occurring many miles away and vice versa” (Giddens, 1990, p. 64), have
changed as social connections (cultural, economic and political) have crossed the
borders of individual states, creating new forms of interdependence between
different social actors and conditioning the ways and forms of interaction of
individuals themselves. In fact, there are changes that move individuals away from
shared goals and objectives of social solidarity (Zoll, 2000) as they increasingly
favour individualistic approaches that are markedly competitive and competitive.
The scarcity of resources that now appears to be intrinsic to all societies forces
individuals to impose themselves on competition, which is increasingly
accentuated, transforming the very life biographies of individuals.

Part of the population tends to homologate to this type of approach, which has
the negative outcome of inducing distrust and distance by increasing the degree of
social uncertainty. We are, therefore, faced with what Bauman described as the

“uncertainty society” in which we find ourselves

“the view of the future of the ‘world as such’ and the ‘world within reach’ as
essentially undecidable, uncontrollable and hence frightening, and of the
gnawing doubt whether the present contextual constants of action will remain
constant long enough to enable reasonable calculation of its effects... We live

today [...] in the atmosphere of ambient fear” (Bauman, 1997, pp. 21-22).
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The changes produced by globalisation have certainly not reduced inequalities,
on the contrary, in many cases the gaps have widened. Nevertheless, one cannot
avoid considering certain aspects that have characterised above all the
dissemination of knowledge and the development of forms and tools for the
expansion of knowledge.

The processes of globalisation, with multidimensional characteristics, influence
and condition not only the economy, but also political choices, culture and the way
of acting through the elaboration and interpretation of the knowledge possessed by
individuals: it is therefore necessary to analyse the conditions and situations within
which the process of knowledge acquisition occurs and how much these influence
the construction of the reality of individuals and, therefore, their social acting. In
other words, the cognitive process does not consist in the mere mechanical
recording of information but means reorganising, reworking, representing and
interpreting it to construct a set of meanings. It is clear that these processes (in their
totality) simultaneously involve psychological aspects (perceptions, emotions,
cognitions) and social, cultural and historical aspects that enable their
transformation into models and representations. In short, to know means: a) to
participate in the construction of meanings of social and cultural reality so as to
transform it (through the activation of knowledge structures) into symbolic
representation; b) to attribute “meaning” and “significance” to facts, objects or
individuals, on the basis of information, expectations and hypotheses; ¢) to process
in a complex and dynamic manner the information that individuals gather in order
to transform it into applicable knowledge. The future of societies, and the
explanation and understanding of the socio-cultural phenomena that take place in
them, thus hinges on the acquisition of new knowledge.

“The outstanding feature of a man’s life in the modern world is his conviction
that his life-world as a whole is neither fully understood by himself nor fully
understandable to any of his fellowmen” (Schiitz, 1946, p. 463). This is the incipit
of the essay on the social distribution of knowledge in which Schiitz argued that
there is a complex of knowledge (practical experience, science and technology) that
is accessible to all (at least on a theoretical level) and whose guarantee is provided

by the degree of validity attributed to it. It is a non-integrated knowledge complex
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because it is composed of knowledge systems that are neither coherent nor
compatible with each other, differing in the speed with which things are taken for
granted. And this applies to both science and everyday practice.

And it is precisely within the confines of what can be taken for granted today
while tomorrow may be questioned, that questions arise about what is unknown;
indeed, it is the individual's interest to separate what is problematic from what is
not. From this it follows that the “world within my reach” of individuals - a world
that is immediately observable and also partially dominable (techniques and skills
that allow one to intervene at the appropriate time and moment - constitutes the core
of primary relevance, but this is not within the reach of a single individual but is
common to several individuals and it is in this “common surrounding” that

interactions with the individualised other are defined:

each may act upon the Other and react to the Other’s action. In short, the
Other is partially within my control as I am within his, and he and I not only
know of this fact but even know of our mutual knowledge which itself is a
means for exercising control. Spontaneously turning to each other,
spontaneously ‘tuning in’ ourselves to each other, we have at least some
intrinsic relevancies in common. But only some. In my social interaction there
remains a portion of each partner’s system of intrinsic relevancies not shared
by the Other [...]. Such is the distribution of knowledge in the social
relationship between individuals if each has his definite place in the world of
the Other, if each is under the Other’s control. To a certain extent the same
holds good for the relationship between in-groups and out-groups if each of
them is known to the Other in its specificity. But the more the Other becomes
anonymous and the less his place in the social cosmos is ascertainable to the
partner, the more the zone of common intrinsic relevancies decreases and that

of imposed ones increases (Schiitz, 1946, pp. 471-472).
All forms of interaction influence each other on the basis of the meanings

attributed to them and are based on typifications that undergo a continuous process

of negotiation on the degree of anonymity (typifications become increasingly
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anonymous as one moves away from situations, but the degree of anonymity is also
influenced by the degree of intimacy of the interaction). This issue has become
more pronounced in contemporary society because the spread of new
communication technologies has multiplied remote interactions, making cognitive
processes take on a new relevance, bringing with them all the dynamics associated
with symbolic mediations between the intimate aspects of individuals’ private and
public lives. In actual fact, the changes induced by globalisation processes have
produced a rearrangement of time and distance within social contexts that have
consequently modified all social processes including those of knowledge
production and distribution.

The changes described so far and rapidly unfolding in society, inevitably, lead
to considerations regarding the role of sociology (or rather sociological knowledge)
and social scientists in the reading of precisely these sociocultural transformations
and global society in general. The inherent complexity of sociocultural phenomena,
therefore, makes it necessary for sociology to move towards the enrichment of
(sociological) knowledge around individual sociocultural phenomena that takes the
form of a new “sociological imagination” capable of reading the biographies of
individuals and history in reciprocal relationship with society. And this is even more
true in the current historical phase in which there is a transition from the network
society (Castells, 1996), that is, from that society which is characterised not only
by the consequences of technological innovation and a change in capitalist
structures but for the cultural transformations that are based on individual freedom
and social autonomy through which to express identity claims, to the platform
society (van Dijck, Poell & De Waal, 2018) in which platforms are characterised as
places in which to exchange communicative practices, forms of being together and

participation (entering into relationships) also in public life.

1.2. Towards a new sociological imagination

I do not intend to join the debate on what constitutes scientific knowledge.

However, I must underline that sociology — or, rather, sociological knowledge — is
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a crucial tool for interpreting social transformations. This statement relies on the
assumptions of the so-called “strong programme”, widespread at the beginning of
the 1980s (Bloor, 1991; Barnes & Bloor, 1982) and the current swift changes. To
carry my point, I will address the problems connected to knowledge in sociology,
applying them to the issues raised in this thesis.

As argued in previous contributions (Mangone, 2009, 2011) the “debate of
sociology around sociology” is no longer about overcoming the
qualitative/quantitative querelle — taking for granted the integrated coexistence of
the different methods — but the conjugation between theory and practice, and the
object of study of sociology.

On this debate, Goldthorpe (1997) was particularly critical and spoke of the
“scandal of sociology”. He claimed that sociology had lagged in reaching the same
standards as other disciplines, such as psychology and economics, for integrating
theory and empirical research. Neither did its scholars fully grasp the gravity of this
situation. Contemporary sociologists disagree on the relationship between theory
and empirical research (their two main activities) as well as on what kind of
academic or scientific enterprise sociology is or should be. They also dissent on
how to interpret and address this intellectual division — or, rather, disciplinary
fragmentation (Goldthorpe, 2000).

Responding to these criticisms is not easy, nor is it the aim of this thesis.
However, some clarifications are necessary to understand its logic and methods. I
chose a methodology based on theoretical research or, to be more precise, on meta-
theorisation and the passage from methodological nomism to relationships. If we
consider social research activities in a relational perspective (Donati, 2011a,2011b;
Emirbayer, 1997), we can affirm that social reality consists of both objective
(objectual) and subjective (symbolic) aspects. Sociology is, therefore, a search for
such typical real connections, at the same time actions and functioning,
intersubjectivity and organisational structure. It follows that there is no precise
boundary between scientific research, professional activity, and social utility. If we
consider the interactions between knowledge and social intervention, we can
replace these concepts with those of theory, empirics, and operativity. In so doing,

we see that they are functionally integrated in such a way as to project activities
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towards positive social change. We can no longer speak of a contrast between
theory and empirics, and between the objective and subjective dimensions. We face
a continuum of interdependencies that goes from theory to empirics to operativity.
Similarly, the objective (and objectifiable) aspects of social reality and the
subjective aspects of symbolic mediation are interdependent and entangled in this
continuum. Empirical research becomes crucial for acquiring that knowledge that
allows us to read the social phenomena (individual and collective), to translate the
theoretical premises into actions that are not merely technical, but also reflect on
themselves. Sociological knowledge breaches the wall of the complexity of the
problems linked to social phenomenology. Knowledge associated with action
allows identifying possible paths to improve the issue under consideration.

It follows that the object of study of sociology is the individual and collective
phenomenological reality in relation to social systems. Sociological studies cannot
focus only on macro-social phenomena and exclude micro-social or meso-social
ones'. I agree with Gallino (2007) in stating that the “sociology-world”, which
flourished with the globalisation processes, will have to start assessing social

representations rather than the

representations of society scientifically constructed by the media, either on
the strength of its self-legality or as the product of a political commission, but
also scientifically developed representations, especially by the economic
sciences. The reality of any society is generally different from what it appears
to its members. The nature and the constraints that really exist, which deeply
imprint the actions and thoughts of individuals and groups, deriving both from
the social relations present in it in a given historical period, almost never
correspond to the mental representations that are formed in the minds of

subjects (Gallino, 2007, p. 117).

! Macro-social phenomena relate to social systems and their form of organisation. Micro-social

phenomena relate to the relationship between individuals and society and social actions. Meso-social
phenomena relate to the relationship between the social system and the life-world, understood as the

set of meanings and representations of culture.

45



Sociology seems to have difficulties in interpreting social changes because of its
excessive self-referentiality or “sociologism” that makes it pen all possible
knowledge within its reference frames and paradigms.

In an ever-changing society, sociology could take on a leading role as the science
of society. The debate on the usefulness of sociology or sociological knowledge has
not died down since the 1970s, especially in the Anglo-American world — see
Gouldner’s The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology (1970) - and in France
(Boudon, 1971). In many other European countries — such as Italy — the discussion
was never organic, dogging the development of the discipline itself in the country
(Sgritta, 2013). Italian sociology is not transdisciplinary (Piaget, 1972), nor does it
have a holistic vision of society. It certainly does not tend towards enhancing
theoretical innovations but aims at preserving the so-called traditional approaches.
It remains penned within the boundaries (and limits) of the individual disciplines
(for autonomy or, more trivially, for career-related reasons), resulting in self-
referentiality and a partial or total absence of redefinition of its paradigms,
methodologies, and methods. The sociological knowledge thus produced is not an
exchange resulting from “comparisons” and “conflicts” between ontologically
different disciplines — beyond any real or virtual boundary delimiting the “free-
roaming areas” or spaces of movement of the individual fields.

Hence why, in carrying out this thesis, I followed Polanyi’s suggestion to return
to the “intellectual passion”: the active cognitive process that connects beauty,
reality, responsibility and science. “Any process of enquiry unguided by intellectual
passions would inevitably spread out into a desert of trivialities” (Polanyi, 1958, p.
143) — and nobody wants to be trivial. Several elements are thus intertwined here:
a) the real skills acquired within a discipline; b) the curiosity and intellectual
freedom that lead to the transgression of pre-established disciplinary borders; c) the
ability — not to say the humility — to develop points of view harbouring no other
ambition than to show what would otherwise remain unknown. Interdisciplinarity
may shape new intellectual passions that, in turn, overcome the outdated models
that think of science as a structure of disciplines, sub-disciplines, and

specialisations.
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The debates around these themes had their ups and downs, regaining momentum
in the United States about “public sociology” following Buroway’s address (2005)
at the annual meeting of the American Sociological Association in 2004. By “public
sociology”, Buroway intends that form of sociology? that establishes an open and
two-way confrontation with all its interlocutors. Indeed, this discussion started even
earlier. For example, Sorokin’s presidential address (the mention is not intentional)
entitled Sociology of Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow (1965), offers an accurate
prognosis for sociology and the hope that the future will orient it towards “creative
growth” to experience a new period of great synthesis. Or I could mention the
debate around Charles Wright Mills’ The Sociological Imagination (1959), which
confirmed that one cannot understand the life of individuals without understanding
society and vice versa. Additionally, it argued that individuals need a quality of
mind that helps them use the information to develop a reason for achieving an
unambiguous synthesis of what is happening and can happen to themselves and the
world. This quality — called precisely “sociological imagination” — allows for

reading biographies and history in reciprocal relation to society. Indeed, it

enables its possessor to understand the larger historical scene in terms of its
meaning for the inner life and the external career of a variety of individuals.
It enables him to take into account how individuals, in the welter of their daily
experience, often become falsely conscious of their social positions. Within
that welter, the framework of modern society is sought, and within that
framework the psychologies of a variety of men and women are formulated.
By such means the personal uneasiness of individuals is focused upon explicit
troubles and the indifference of publics is transformed into involvement with
public issues. The first fruit of this imagination—and the first lesson of the

social science that embodies it—is the idea that the individual can understand

2 Buroway adds three more: the professional, critical and policy forms. The first refers to academic
sociology and is articulated in theoretical speculations and empirical research. The second refers
instead to the study of the trajectories of scientific knowledge and verifies its effects on society.
Finally, the third refers to the answers posed by third parties who commission empirical research to

direct actions or projects.

47



his own experience and gauge his own fate only by locating himself within
his period, that he can know his own chances in life only by becoming aware

of those of all individuals in his circumstances (Mills, 1959, p. 5).

In other words, the sociological imagination allows scholars to move from one
perspective to another, grasping what is happening in the world and at the same
time understanding what is happening to themselves and other individuals as
intersections of the biography and history of society. Those same intersections are
what Bourdieu will then recognise as relationships. In other words, “relational
thinking” is the foundation of the social sciences and must lead sociology to become
reflexive (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).

It is to be hoped that the knowledge of the social sciences — first and foremost
sociology — will become reflexive knowledge that promotes the construction of
connections in the living environments of and between subjects. I do not mean, here,
to deny the autonomy of the individual disciplines. Rather, I hope to leave behind
the excessive self-referentiality that pens all sociological knowledge within their
specific reference frames and paradigms. Sociological knowledge should go
beyond Comte’s “social physics” to lay the (theoretical/empirical) foundations for
interventions aimed at positive transformations at both an individual and a social
level that, in turn, translate into “knowing how to live”, as might be the case with
the promotion of “altruistic relationships”.

According to some scholars, the challenge of the continuous changes in society,
which is moving more and more towards globalisation, raises two types of issues
for sociology (Ossewaarde, 2007). On the one hand, globalisation poses a threat to
both citizenship and a new take on sociology. On the other hand, it offers new
possibilities to return sociology to the “public” of world citizenship, calling for its
“reinvention” in the form of a “new sociological imagination” (Fuller, 2006; Solis-
Gadea, 2005).

Following this logic, the human and social sciences — particularly sociology —
are paramount for establishing (first) and maintaining (later) the integration of
factors, disciplines, and methodologies of investigation. Sociological knowledge

and that of the other social sciences must come together in a single integrated
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knowledge system (integral social sciences). This new system of knowledge must
focus on all aspects of societal transformation in a holistic sense: personality,
society, and culture. It should also consider the reflexivity of the activities of the
researchers themselves. This shift marks the transition from the order of explaining
(erkldren) to the order of understanding (verstehen). The search for the reason of
phenomena must no longer refer to a cause but to a meaning that can represent the
key to understanding the dynamics of the interactions between individuals and

society.
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CHAPTER 11

OBJECTIVES AND HYPOTHESES

The assumption given in the presentation was that the social and human sciences
(particularly sociology) have since their inception adopted a “negativistic” modus
operandi that brought out only negative or pathological phenomena without
highlighting positive and healthy ones (Sorokin, 1966). From this starting point,
this thesis relies on the additional hypothesis that there is no such thing as altruism
or egoism in the behavioural sense - as advocated by sociobiologists or
behaviourists. Instead, there are “altruistic relationships” and “egoistic
relationships”. I will thus focus on “relation in action”: a relational process that is
both action and interaction between individuals embedded in a sociocultural context
in dynamics of mutual influence (processes influence contexts and the contexts
influence processes). This way privileges the spaces of the Ego/Alter relationships
within societal processes. All social phenomena, attitudes, and actions are
constructed in a sphere with specific places, times, and symbols, paramount in the
cognitive processes of self-signification activated by individuals when building
social realities in their daily relational experience.

In the light of the above, my thesis poses questions (related to general and
specific objectives) in order to understand not only the dynamics of individuals, but
the dynamics that these individuals realise within a relational context that differs by
social and cultural system. This is of primary importance for the study of
affirmative action because from the answers that will be identified through research
it will be possible to make hypotheses and also establish future prospects (not only
of research, but also of social action).

The objectives, therefore, will be divided into general objectives and specific
objectives with the latter constituting a “basket” of objectives more in line with the
requirements of achieving the general objective. Each specific objective, in fact,
highlights different aspects of the sociocultural phenomena that are the subject of

this thesis (egoism and altruism) and are in a complementary and/or functional
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relationship with each other. The General Objectives (GO1 and GO2) and the
Specific Objectives (SO1, SO2, SO3 and SO4) are described below.

General Objectivel (GO1). This first objective is the one on which the entire
theoretical framework of the thesis is built. It is the one that asks the questions
on the selfishness/altruism dichotomy by going on to identify the essential
elements and the disciplines also of reference that in the course of their scientific
development have made a contribution to expanding knowledge on this object
of study. The aim of broadening knowledge around affirmative action is to try
to elaborate a new process-based idea of these two socio-cultural phenomena.
In other words, this objective is the one that asks the questions. To exemplify:
when it comes to selfishness and altruism, are people really faced with a
behavioural dichotomy or are they meaningful relationships that differ? Is
altruism always positive and selfishness always negative? Are there meaningful
interactions where these two phenomena transform each other? These are some

of the questions that will have to be answer.

General Objective2 (GO2). This second general objective is more of an
epistemological nature, in that it asks questions concerning the social sciences
and how they (not only sociology) over the decades (in some cases centuries)
have approached the analysis of the object of study of this thesis (egoism and
altruism). A further question that this objective will attempt to answer is whether
the contribution of the social sciences is to be considered relevant or marginal in
the expansion of knowledge around these phenomena, and whether the approach

taken is to be traced back to a single discipline or is interdisciplinary in nature.
The specific objectives that will enable the acquisition of knowledge for the general
objectives are as follows. They are to be understood in a descending sense, i.e.

from the general to the particular:

Specific Objectivel (SO1). This specific objective is aimed at getting to know,

collect and catalogue the literature review of various scholars who have
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investigated positive phenomena and contributed to advancing our knowledge

on them (either using the term altruism or through other social constructs).

Specific Objective2 (SO2). This second specific objective seeks to identify,
through theoretical analysis (metatheory), the elements determining influencing
significant relationships, to pinpoint those who can promote positive and
negative action, and also their significant relations with all the components that
constitute and give life to sociocultural phenomena (personality, society, and

culture).

Specific Objective3 (SO3). This further specific objective seeks to explore the
possibility of the constitution of a new theory (meta-theorisation) to propose a
new model of analysis of altruism and egoism through relationships (“altruistic

relationships” and “egoistic relationships”).

Specific Objective4 (SO4) This specific objective, after having acquired all the
cognitive elements of the previous objectives, is dedicated to the exploration of
social reality for the identification of certain cases of “altruistic relationships”
and “egoistic relationships” (as specified in the model of the preceding specific
objective - SO3) that were observed in Italy during the pandemic due to the
spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus that has been spreading in Europe since the
beginning of 2020.

This theoretical study, after the necessary acquisition of knowledge and the
possible identification of the different forms of selfish and altruistic relationships
(SO4), will attempt to propose conclusions on the basis of the evidence that has
emerged from the study and the continuous transformation of these phenomena in
conjunction with the transformation of society itself. An attempt will therefore be
made to understand, through a meta-theoretical analysis, whether it is possible to
abandon the idea that the factors determining altruism or selfishness reside in mere
human nature (people’s behaviour), and turn instead to freedom, relationships, the

associative forms of the individual and society. The focus will therefore be on
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meaningful relationships to describe the egoism/altruism dichotomy in an attempt,

after analysing our sources, to overcome it.
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CHAPTER III

RESEARCH STEPS AND METHODOLOGY

3.1. Steps of the research

Based on the objectives (general and specific) and hypothesis described, the
research design, configured as a meta-theoretical analysis, is difficult to construct
due to the multiple factors involved (first and foremost the multidisciplinary interest
in the object of study). Since all these factors are linked to different dimensions
(individual, cultural and social), it follows the necessity to integrate several
operational steps that had to converge coherently on the main objective. The steps
identified are as follows: a) theoretical investigation: selection criteria of main
works on altruism/egoism to be analised; b) critical interpretation; ¢) reconstruction
of the reference context; and finally, d) presentation of the case study with examples
of altruistic and egoistic relationships. Each of these steps will be described in detail

below.

Theoretical investigation:

selection criteria of main works on altruism/egoism to be analised

This step is based on the retrieval and in-depth study of the existing literature.
Except for some forays into biology and economics, I went angling for the literature
within the boundaries of social-psycho-anthropological disciplines. To retrieve
these materials, which temporally focused between modernity and
contemporaneity, I relied on the bibliographic sources available and accessible
through different channels and mainly using electronic bibliographic search
platforms  primarily  those of the  Universidad de  Huelva
(https://www.uhu.es/biblioteca/) and the University of Salerno in Italy
(https://www.biblioteche.unisa.it/). In addition, the main repositories and databases

for scientific publications in Open Access (DOAJ - Directory of Open Access
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Journals, DRJI - Directory of Research Journals Indexing, EBSCO Delivery
Service, ERIH PLUS - European Reference Index for the Human e Social Sciences,
EuroPub - Directory of Academic and Scientific Journals, OCLC Worldcat - The
World’s Largest Library Catalog, OpenAIRE, ROAD - Directory of Open Access
scholarly resources) as well as using a search in WoS. For studies related to Pitirim
A. Sorokin, on the other hand, the database of the Pitirim A. Sorokin Foundation
(http://cliffstreet.org/) in Winchester (MA-USA) and Archive Special Collections
of the University of Saskatchewan in Canada were  used
(http://library2.usask.ca/sorokin/).

I based the collection and systematization of all the literature on some specific

criteria:

Criteria 1: The first pertains to language: I examined documents in a handful of
languages (French, English, Italian, and Spanish — indicated in alphabetical order
and not in order of importance) on the various sources (books, chapters in books,
articles, conferences reports, and all other types of material appropriate for
achieving the objectives) that studied altruism and egoism, or other forms of
positive actions.

Criteria 2: The second criterion is temporal: excluding references to classical
philosophy (which inevitably became necessary), the literature examined
focuses between modernity and contemporaneity. In other words, it focused on
the time from the birth of the modern state — which also coincides with the dawn
of sociology — onwards.

Criteria 3: I focused on some classic authors (Comte, Durkheim, Sorokin, Mauss,
Moscovici, in chronological order) who best represented the issues related to the

dichotomy of altruism vs. egoism.

This first step allowed me to broaden my knowledge on some principles that
constituted the founding blocks of this thesis and make it more organic. This
allowed me to make a “snowball” selection of primary sources, constructing a sort
of short reasoned bibliography (Appendix B) - critically interpreted in the next step.

In other words, the selection began with the literature considered milestones in the
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social sciences’ reflections on this topic, which also led me to scholars considered
classics of sociology (i.e., Comte, Durkheim, etc.) and then went on to select that
scientific literature of different disciplinary fields on altruism, egoism, or similar
concepts that made it possible to ascertain how much these topics have actually

been abandoned as a subject of study since the last century.

Critical interpretation

The next step is the critical interpretation of the materials acquired in the
theoretical investigation, which allowed for identifying and framing the issue, from
its definition to the discussion of whether it is a real problem. The critical
interpretation led to a selection of the relevant aspects on which to base the analysis,
thus delimitating its scope and the identification of the key aspects of the problem.
The critical interpretation of the sociocultural phenomenon of altruism and egoism
must be framed following a logic that sees research as a tool to expand the ability
to “describe” the phenomenon, through the increase of knowledge that leads to its
“explanation” and “understanding”, and then to its “prediction”. These levels are
neither sequential nor separate (Homans, 1967), but a single whole that results in
methodological integration between the disciplinary areas of the social sciences
(theoretical, empirical, operational). Bringing together these three analytical levels
(macro, meso, and micro) entails an intellectual activity that goes beyond
discipline-related viewpoints and methods of investigation. The study of
sociocultural phenomena and the methodologies adopted must aim at integrating
the subjective and objective dimensions. What binds it all together is the
interpretation and construction of reality through the relationships between
individuals, and between individuals, society, and culture. Since individuals are
agents of interaction (in both institutions and the world of everyday life) all these
aspects should be read as a correlation of interpretations (Cipolla, 1998) rather than

a mere response to a trigger.
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Reconstruction of the reference context

This third step allowed the definition of the overall picture of the phenomenon,
placing it and its interpretation in its original environment (particularly Western-
European and American society), including in its spatial and temporal dimensions.
To reconstruct the reference context, I first must point out two necessary premises.
(1) time and space are constituent elements of all social interaction processes. Plus,
they are two core categories of and for sociological analysis and the social sciences
in general. The everyday experiences of individuals can be perceived — and,
therefore, studied — in their continuous unfolding, their flow within the unity of the
single experience and situation. Alternatively, they can become the object of
subsequent reflection, i.e., the reflection takes place after the experience rather than
during it (Schiitz, 1967). In the first case, the past coincides with the experience and
cannot be separated from it (researchers included). In the second case, reflecting on
the past action is separate and distinct from the lived experience itself. Time is thus
no longer unitary: individual actions and interactions depend on the temporal and
spatial dimension (social and historical context). (2) the study of sociocultural
phenomena must take into account all three levels of analysis of sociology and the
social sciences: (a) the macro-social level (relating to social systems and their
forms of organisation); (b) the micro-social level (relating to the individual/society
relationship and social actions); (c¢) the meso-social level (relating to the
relationships between the social system and the life-world, where the latter is the

set of meanings and representations of a given culture).

Presentation of the case study with

examples of altruistic and egoistic relationships

The final step is the presentation of a sort of practical application of what emerged
from the theoretical research and reflection. Through my personal experience —
autoethnography (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2010; Gariglio, 2017; Pensoneau-
Conway, Adams & Bolen, 2017) lived during the lookdown and an empirical

research on Italian newspapers and Twitter, I selected different cases of “altruistic
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relationships” and “egoistic relationships”, that were observed in Italy during the
pandemic due to the SARS-CoV-2 virus spread in Europe from the beginning of
2020, are presented.

3.2. Research methodology: meta-theories

In the objectives, hypothesis, and methods, it has been emphasised several times
that the latter is a theoretical research that wants to promote new theory around the
sociocultural phenomena of altruism and egoism. This is why sociological
knowledge - as already explained in Chapter I - is paramount for a concrete and
successful reading of sociocultural phenomena, but the method by which theoretical
research is carried out must also be clarified.

The epistemological problem is to construct and maintain elements of
significance between sociological thought and its autonomy from the other
sciences. To outline the elements that define the study of altruism and egoism, it
was first necessary to clarify the relationship between the development of
sociological knowledge and the approaches followed to acquire such knowledge.
Such clarification must consider the epistemological and methodological aspects
through a meta-theoretical approach (Ritzer, 1990, 1992) commonly employed for
so-called second-order studies.

This approach was necessary because the social sciences, have developed
unevenly in both the internal development of the individual disciplines and the
relationships between them. As The Structure of Scientific Revolution (Kuhn, 1962)
shows, sociologists disagree on what should be understood by “theory”, how to
reach it, and by what methods to express and prove it. There is no consensus even
on what the objects of investigation should be. In simpler terms, sociology lacks
what Kuhn calls a paradigm, i.e., a system of concepts to guide and organise
scientific research, to make it immediately communicable and modifiable within
the community. The lack of paradigms, however, does not equate to a lack of
theories and methods. On the contrary, social sciences researchers are faced with

innumerable potential paradigms, none of which emerges as hegemonic.

59



(13

Against expectations, the “weakness” of the paradigms has given rise to a
remarkable development of the discipline. Insiders even dwelt on the crisis of
sociology, engendering that spiral process defined by many as the sociology of
sociology (Morin, 1985). This, in turn, created a new genre in sociological

production from the second half of the last century:

the activity of “theory” as a particular group of people within a profession that
produces certain kinds of texts and knowledge claims. In short, metatheory, in its
most empirical form, is nothing but sociology of sociology, which is itself a special

branch of the sociology of science and knowledge (Fuchs, 1992, p. 532).

But what is meant by the term metatheory?

Metatheory is a subtype of metastudy that focuses on the examination of
theory and theorizing. The rise of metatheory in social science was primarily
the result of the persistent failure of social science to uncover the general laws
of society that can be used for social prediction, design, and engineering. Such
failure had been initially attributed to the deficiencies in the methodology of
theorizing, which led to the emergence of a theory construction movement
aiming to model social theorizing after theory formation in natural science.
When the allegedly improved techniques of theory construction again failed
to produce the desired outcome, social scientists began to look beyond the
issues of methodology to engage in metatheoretical reflections (Zhao, 2005,

p. 501).

George Ritzer, one of the leading exponents of meta-theory, clarified in his 1990
essay that there are three types of meta-theory, which are distinguished based on

their nature and aims:

The first type, metatheorizing as a means of attaining a deeper understanding
of theory (Mu), involves the study of theory in order to produce a better, more
profound understanding of extant theory [...]. Mu is concerned, more

specifically, with the study of theories, theorists, communities of theorists, as
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well as the larger intellectual and social contexts of theories and theorists. The
second type, metatheorizing as a prelude to theory development (Mp), entails
the study of extant theory in order to produce new sociological theory [...].
There is still a third type, metatheorizing as a source of perspectives that
overarch sociological theory (Mo), in which the study of theory is oriented to
the goal of producing a perspective, one could say a metatheory, that
overarches some part or all of sociological theory. All three types involve the
systematic study of sociological theory; they differ in terms of their objectives
in that study. The third type of metatheorizing (Mo) is not identical to Om, or
the creation of an overarching metatheory without a systematic study of

theory (Ritzer, 1990, p. 4).

The need to apply this type of methodology to the study of altruism and egoism
was inherent in the objectives set in the research project. To achieve these
objectives, it was necessary to apply all the types of meta-theorising identified by
Ritzer and described above. It was necessary to achieve a deeper understanding of
the inherent theory by studying Comte, Durkheim, Sorokin, Moscovici, Mauss —
authors who, directly or indirectly, referred to altruism and egoism. It also required
defining a new theory through the clarification of the new model based on “altruistic
and egoistic relations”. Finally, it implied the creation of a global theoretical

perspective (a meta-theory) based on this new model.

3.3. Empirical Research Methodology

If the methodology described above is the methodology inherent to the
theoretical part of the research, this section describes the methodology of the
empirical research. This is divided into three segments using an integrated
methodology as they make use of both qualitative and quantitative methods. The
first two are more strictly qualitative: the first, which made it possible to identify
cases of 'altruistic relations', was based on autoethnography; the second, which

concerns the narrative of the pandemic, was based on content analysis of
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newspapers. The third, also relating to the narrative of the pandemic on the social
platform Twitter, is more quantitative in nature. The first two segments refer to the
time of the pandemic, which in Italy has been identified as Phase 1 (21 February-3
May 2020), corresponding to the identification of the first infected until the day on
which the lockdown of the first wave of the pandemic is called, while the third
segment also refers to the subsequent time period, which has been called Phase 2
and which concerned the political actions for the definitive exit from the emergency
and the vaccination campaign.

Let us now see in detail how this was done.

For the first segment of empirical research, I relied on a relatively recent research
trajectory that is emerging in the broader field of ethnography, namely,

autoethnography, which according to the definition of Ellis and others is:

an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically
analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural

experience (ethno) (Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2010, p. 1)

A research approach and methodology of data collection and narrative re-
elaboration aimed at observing, describing, analysing personal experiences in order
to understand the process of symbolisation and signification of cultural
constructions. And this is exactly what was done for the first research segment, I
used my personal experience with the pandemic to be able to produce the
construction of cultural meanings around 'altruistic and selfish relationships'.
Autoethnography originated in the 1960s and emancipated itself in the 1980s within
field studies, as social researchers began to emphasise aspects that had previously
been considered residual or background to the classical ethnographic approach
(Masullo, Addeo & Delli Paoli, 2020): (a) the relevance of the subjective and
biographical dimensions of the researcher; (b) the centrality of the writing process
in scientific production in the social and humanistic disciplines; (c¢) the importance
of reference understood as the point of view and perspective of the writer and
narrator; (d) the overcoming of the separation of the social sciences and the

scientific literature.
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The innovative aspect of autoethnography is the possibility of seeing the
relationship between the phenomenon studied and the researcher in a new light. For
instance, by identifying aspects in the biography of the observer (researcher) that
can clarify, describe or act as a key to the information and data collected in their
interpretative process (Anderson, 2006). What will be presented in Chapter VII can
be categorised as a case of analytical autoethnography - the other form being
evocative autoethnography’ - which represents an attempt to systematise and
empiricise narrative processes within the autoethnographic approach within clearly

identifiable and definable parameters:

The five key features of analytic autoethnography that I propose include (1)
complete member researcher (CMR) status, (2) analytic reflexivity, (3)
narrative visibility of the researcher’s self, (4) dialogue with informants
beyond the self, and (5) commitment to theoretical analysis (Anderson, 2006,

p. 378).

Autoethnography offers the possibility, therefore, of studying a phenomenon in
the multiplicity of its aspects and dimensions, also disproving the idea (sustained
mainly in recent years) that this type of investigation is a non-traditional and
poststructuralist form of research, since it fits in very well with traditional symbolic
interactionist ethnography. Through, the autoethnographic investigation that lasted
for the entire period of the pandemic in Italy, I was able to undertake a path of
reflection on the symbolic-cultural aspects that allowed me to observe the activation
of communities that put the subjects in contact with the formal and informal support
networks existing in the area.

The second and third segments of empirical research, respectively the one on
newspapers and the one on the social platform Twitter, have their theoretical

foundation in the concept of narrative. Referring the theoretical investigation to the

7 Evocative autoethography (Bochner & Ellis, 2016) is essentially characterised by an open and
integrative nature of methodological approaches, as well as by the creativity of the narrative process

that often clashes with the rigours of scientific writing.
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specific section in Chapter VII, here I will only refer to the methodology adopted
for each of these research segments.

In the second research segment, by way of example, we present an analysis of
the media coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy, as already stated at the
beginning of this paragraph, also in this case the time span considered is that which
goes from the detection and confirmation of the first case (21 February 2020) to the
end of the lockdown of the first wave of the pandemic (3 May 2020), that is, the so-
called Phase 1.

This part of the research consists of an analysis of the front pages of the main
newspapers representing both the national territory and the different political
orientations (Corriere del Mezzogiorno edition of Campania Region, Corriere della
Sera, il Fatto Quotidiano, il manifesto, 1l Sole 24 Ore, L’Osservatore Romano, la
Repubblica, and Libero). The choice of these newspapers is based on the 2020
ranking that sees them among the top 20 newspapers read in Italy (source: AND-
Associazione Accertamenti Diffusione Stampa [Press Association]), except for
L’Osservatore Romano which was chosen because it is the official organ of the
Vatican City, i/ manifesto which is the only newspaper that still declares itself
'‘communist’ and Corriere del Mezzogiorno is the southern Italian edition
(geographical area where I live) of Corriere della Sera which is ranked number
one. The analysis perspective starts from a general assumption, i.e. the point of view
of the newspaper reader who knows what happened not only because it was narrated
by the media but because it was experienced first-hand (the aspect of
autoethnography described above). To this is added an analysis that takes into
account the media representation of the illness, paying particular attention to the
style of writing and the possible presence of rhetorical figures. The interpretative
frames® — as defined by Goffman (1974) — are those within which the pandemic is

placed and can influence the interpretation process to the extent of creating (or

8 The frame is that cognitive and social framework that makes a series of events interpretable and
intelligible. These are not static because they are dependent on the situations occurring at a given
time. The construction of reality turns out to be that resulting from the understanding of the situation

and reflection on it that individuals experience and communicate.
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reinforcing) a sense of generalised alarm in some cases — moral panic (Cohen,
2002).

The methodology adopted (inductive type) is related to the so-called grounded
theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Carrero Planes, Soriano Miras & Trinidad
Requena, 2012), whereby a “funnel structure” is applied to the collected documents,
starting from the particular and arriving at the universal. According to this method,
the theory should define a series of concepts that explain and interpret certain events
(Silverman, 2000) represented, in this case, by the pandemic. The choice of
selecting newspapers that are representative of the entire country and of different
political orientations made it possible to compare the ways in which the story was
treated, in order to verify possible differences and/or convergences. The analysis
takes into consideration three aspects: 1) the way in which the front pages are
constructed: space dedicated to the news (in the middle of the page, on the side, at
the bottom), the presence of photographs and any in-depth analysis; 2) the time
factor, the diachronic analysis of the media treatment allows us to identify any
variations in interest or in the way the news is represented; 3) the way in which the
headlines are constructed. To summarise, two fundamental aspects must be taken
into account when constructing this narrative: the first concerns the form, i.e. the
way the news is presented and placed within the newspaper's front page; the second
concerns the content, i.e. the themes and the direct or indirect protagonists. These
two aspects contribute to giving space and, consequently, relevance within the
agenda setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972) of each newspaper.

The analysis based on the three points highlighted above (mode of construction
of headlines, diachronic dimension, and mode of construction of headlines) has
made it possible to reconstruct, with respect to the pandemic, the frames that, “are
organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work
symbolically to meaningfully structure the social world” (Reese, Gandy & Grant,
2001, p. 11). These frames come in two forms (the second of which will be explored
in Chapter VII): on the one hand, there is the everyday tale of evolution that refers
to the theme of individual and collective (public) health not only in Italy but
worldwide, to the virus capable of affecting everyone indiscriminately; on the other

hand, having used a particular terminology has contributed to promoting a key of
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interpretation - even a very similar one among the newspapers - suggesting that the
emergency could be recognised as “a war against an enemy” (Martinez-Brawley &
Gualda, 2020), fuelling a climate of fear and insecurity and, more generally, a sense
of distrust towards others already present due to “conspiracy” theories (Gualda &
Ruas, 2019; Gualda et al. , 2021; Douglas, 2021) fuelled by fake news (Orso et al.,
2020; Rocha, 2021) that the virus was built in a Wuham laboratory in China.

The last research segment, on the other hand, concerns the narrative of the
pandemic through the social platform Twitter and specifically it is based on the
analysis of tweets. The collection of tweets (retweets were excluded) covers the
period from 1 January 2020 to 31 December 2022 (a total of 150,431) with the R
academictwitteR package for the API2 in Twitter (Barrie & Ho, 2021; see also the
website: https://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/academictwitteR/index.html) and
were collected within the framework of the project PID2021-1239830B-100:
“Conspiracy theories and Hate speech online: Comparison of patterns in narratives
and social networks about COVID-19, immigrants, refugees and LGTBI people
[NON-CONSPIRA-HATE!]”, funded by MCIN/AEI/10.13039/501100011033/
and by “ERDF A way of making Europe”. I was able to benefit from the use of this
data as a member of the International Team Work of this project. The query with

which the tweets for Italy were collected was as follows:

coronavirus OR corona OR Covid-19 OR covid19 OR covid OR pandemia
OR vaccino OR #coviditalia OR #coronavirus OR #Covid-19 OR #covid19
OR #pandemia OR #vaccino; #stayathome OR #novaccino OR #novax OR
#nomascherina OR #riapriamomilano OR #plandemia OR #nolockdown OR
#5G OR complotto OR negazionisti OR #untori OR #negazionismo OR
#torniamoliberi OR #andratuttobene OR #iorestoacasa OR #italiazonarossa
OR f#irresponsabili OR #quarantena OR #dittaturasanitaria OR #greenpass
OR #obbligovaccinale.

The words in the query not only include words closely related to the spread of

the virus and the vaccination campaign, common to other countries as well (e.g.

covid-19, coronavirus, mascherina [mask], vaccino [vaccine], etc.), but also words
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that characterised hasthags in particular in Italy both during the pandemic period
(Phase 1) and the vaccination campaign period (Phase 2). Think for instance of the
phrase “Tutto andra bene” [Everything will be fine] which originated in Italy and
then spread to other countries, or “Riapriamo Milano” [Reopening Milan] or
“Green Pass” referring to the certification issued by Italy to those who had complied
with the vaccination obligation. Some of the words were intentionally selected
because they were considered useful for exploring narratives on particular topics
that are hypothesised to be related to egoistic and/or altruistic expressions.

The analysis of the tweets was divided into calendar years (2020-2022) with a
focus on the time period that coincides with Phase 1 (21 February-3 May 2020) and
starts by considering the occurrence of four hashtags among those selected for the
query: two with a positive orientation (#andratuttobene [#everythingwillbefine] and
#iorestoacasa [#stayathome]) and two with a negative orientation (#novaccino
[#novax] and #nomascherina [#nomask].

The recurrences were calculated with the aid of the various functions of the excel
spreadsheet of the Microsoft Office application package and the R programme
(Barrie & Ho, 2021). In this regard, it should be noted that for three of the four
hashtags, the hashtags in the English language versions were also counted because
they are also recurrent in the Italian language; from the total of these hashtags,
however, the tweets that contained hashtags in both languages were eliminated. The
English language was excluded, however, for the hashtag #everythingwillbefine
[#everythingwillbefine] because — as mentioned above — it originates in Italy and
then spreads to the rest of the world.

From this analysis it emerges that, as will be seen in Chapter VII where the
results of the three research segments are described, unlike print media, Twitter
users promoted a narrative that was ambivalent with a propensity towards building
positive relationships in Phase 1, while in Phase 2 it proposed a conflictual narrative

favouring conflicting relationships.
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CHAPTER 1V

THE REDISCOVERY OF ALTRUISM AND SOCIOLOGY

4.1. The concept of man in modern times

As specialists in the field know well, Comte (1851-1854, 1852) first used the
term altruism to commonly refer to all actions whose benefits fall on others rather
than on the agent (actor). Indeed, altruism means “living for others” (vivre pour
autrui). However, a similar phenomenology existed in the previous centuries and
evolved based on the different “concept of man” assumed as reference.

The Renaissance saw the affirmation of man engaged with other men, the natural
world, and God. This renewal banks on the awareness of man’s relationship with
nature and it cannot be understood without considering two essential features. First,
the new idea of science, based on observation and experimentation (Copernicus and
Galileo), according to which the human knowledge of the world is neither fixed nor
based on a closed system, but fallible and correctable. Second, the relationship with
politics, i.e., a renewed thought of living in a community. Machiavelli’s The Prince
(2011) refers precisely to the latter aspect, with quite a pessimistic view attributing
man a nature that can be summed up in the homo homini lupus later taken up by
Hobbes in The Leviathan (1651). Following this logic, the man in his natural state
is fundamentally selfish, and actions are determined essentially based on the instinct
of survival and oppression. In the state of nature, everyone is driven by instinct and
tries to eliminate whatever (or whomever) hampers the satisfaction of their desires.
Simply put, individuals consider their neighbours as enemies (bellum omnium
contra omnes) denying the possibility of approaching their fellow man under
natural love. It follows that the state of man is a perpetual conflict abounding in evil
and malicious actions.

If the Enlightenment brings man back to reason, Rousseau wants to bring reason
back to nature. The result is the same: both cases question the relationship between

the natural man and artificial man resulting from social constraints, as Rousseau
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clarifies in his Discourse on the Origin and the Foundations of Inequality Among
Men.

Unlike Hobbes and his harsh state of nature (Homo homini lupus), Rousseau
(2014) believes in harmony between man and nature. The state of nature knows no
oppression. Then, as more complex forms of social organisation develop, civil
society based on the distinction between “mine” and “yours” also emerges, setting
inequalities. For Rousseau, a new form of social organisation takes shape to re-

establish “in law the natural equality between men”.

Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains. Here’s one who thinks
he is the master of others, yet he is more enslaved than they are. How
did this change come about? I don’t know. What can make it legitimate?
That’s a question that I think I can answer. If I took into account nothing
but force and what can be done by force, I would say: ‘As long as a
people is constrained to obey, it does well to obey; as soon as it can
shake off the yoke, it does even better to shake it off. If its right to do
so is challenged, it can answer that: it gets its liberty back by the same
‘right’- namely, force - that took it away in the first place. Any
justification for taking it away equally justifies taking it back; and if
there was no justification for its being taken away no justification for
taking it back is called for’. But the social order isn’t to be understood
in terms of force; it is a sacred right on which all other rights are based.
But it doesn’t come from nature, so it must be based on agreements.

(Rousseau, 2017, p. 1)

The concept of man as above shifts the attention from religion to politics. The
focus is not only on the individual but also on his life in the associated form.
Machiavelli, in a way, ferries human history towards modernity and its conception
of humanity that will characterize the following systems of ideas.

Common to both modern and ancient philosophy is the principle of the
“receptivity” or “passivity” of individuals to external reality. The world acts on the

perceptive-sensory apparatus of man. Man’s “perceiving” is passive (one is not free
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not to hear a signal, such as a sound, or to hear it differently), while “thinking” is
active (one is free not to think or to think differently).

The two ways in which the Enlightenment philosophy tried to solve this problem
are: on the one hand, Empiricism, and, on the other, Rationalism. The former
highlights the revealing character of “perception” and theorizes reason as a set of
powers limited by experience (there are no innate ideas), understood as the source
of the cognitive process and tool through which to validate intellectualistic thought
only if it can be verified and measured.

If Empiricism highlights the revealing character of “perception”, Rationalism,
starting with Descartes, emphasizes its occulting aspect. Similarly, Rationalism
bases its knowledge on reason while Empiricism bases it on experience. In other
words, for rationalists, the construction of “knowledge” happens based on
principles disconnected from experience (a priori or innate). This does not detract
from reality; on the contrary, knowledge overcomes experience and bridges it with
reality, going beyond the occulting character of perceptions. It is not a question of
going from an ever-developing reality to an immutable one, but rather of building
a passage from man’s representations to the external reality. This opens the way to
man’s dualism (being and reason) that will then characterize the whole of
modernity.

The centrality acquired by reason with the Enlightenment gains a new guise with
Romanticism. With the term “reason” we mean that “infinite” force dominating and
inhabiting the world, understood as consciousness, freedom, the ability to create. In
its declination, it has taken on two interpretations: as “feeling” and as “absolute
reason”. The former is understood as an activity free from any determination and
manifested precisely in those activities more closely connected to feeling, such as
religion and art; while the latter moves from one determination to another.

If these are the assumptions and basic concepts that influenced the thought of
the eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth century, the second half of the century
saw the first signs of further revision. Positivism transposes in science the Romantic
tendency to identify finite and infinite and to consider the former as the progressive
realization of the latter. Comte’s social positivism is of greater importance for the

present reflections. Following both personal intention and his contemporaries’
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perception, he stands ou as a prophet of a new religion stemming from philosophy.
He is so convinced of it that he even writes The Catechism of Positive Religion
(Comte, 1852) in which he first introduces the term “altruism”, deriving from the
Italian ““altrui” (another person) and meaning the willingness to care for others and
their well-being. For Comte, “Vivre pour autrui” [Live for Others] is the most
elemental summary of the whole Positivist moral code; altruist is he who selflessly
places the good of others as the end of his actions. Of particular importance is
Comte’s doctrine of science, since the science of nature has shown that only by
knowing the laws it is possible to govern nature for the social development of
humankind. Comte argues the need for a science of society — and here he coins
another term, sociology, that will become for him the science of society — and for
knowing the laws of human conduct to find true social engineering (Comte, 1830-
1842) that must tend towards the “religion of humanity”. Science is — or must be —
positive knowledge, that is, a knowledge that renounces the knowledge of causes,
restricting itself to the verification of phenomena and their relations, constructing
general laws to make science pragmatic for social ends. The characteristics of this
new society are its orientation and regulation towards the common good, with a
great associative spirit and altruistic feeling, which also becomes a religious feeling,

having Humanity as its new god.

4.2. The social sciences and the rediscovery of altruism

The social sciences developed and became an autonomous set of knowledge. In
parallel more and more categories of phenomena were “removed” from
philosophical speculation and moral or political “discourse” to form the core of the
new disciplines. Demography, statistics, economics, and sociology were a way of
collecting data and observing the fresh and complex society emerging from the
extensive transformations of western societies from the 18" century onwards. The
overall tendency was to break with tradition and to bring back the analysis of
phenomena to experience. Man begins to be studied as homo sociologicus, that is,

as an acting subject at the nexus of a dense network of social relationships.
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The question, then, is: which changed in the studies on social change at the end
of the 19" century? The answer is twofold. On the one hand, the religious aura that
accompanied the reading of the transformations of primitive societies is gone. On
the other hand, new research methods (developed mainly for the natural sciences)
are adopted to examine the social transformations occurring in that historical
period.

The choice to study altruism must be considered in light of these social
transformations. “Altruism” is one of the two terms coined by Comte (1852) that
became paramount for the development of social sciences — the other term being,
indeed, “sociology”. Comte also coined others, such as “sociocracy” and
“biocracy”, but these did not find proselytes, nor did they catch on like the first two.

As Habito and Inaba made clear,

The original French term ‘altruisme’ was suggested by the French legal
phrase ‘le bien d’autrui’ (the good of others), and was formed from the
Italian equivalent, ‘altrui’, itself a derivative of the Latin ‘alter’ or
‘other.” Altruism is precisely ‘other-ism’: the effort or actual ability to

act in the interest of others (2006, p. 1).

The term “altruism”, quite uncommonly, then left the scientific field for the
common language while maintaining its original meaning: the opposite of egoism.
Since its terminological inception, although with ups and downs, altruism became
an analytical construct of the social sciences. Indeed, the debate on altruism — or, in
other terms, on moral solidarity or social solidarity — are among the open questions
of these budding sciences of society and its importance emerges in many classics
(Wuthnow, 1993; Bykov, 2017). For example, Durkheim explains the basis of
social solidarity in modern society by contrasting altruism and egoism (Durkheim,
1960). The scholar also defines its implications in his well-known
work Suicide (Durkheim, 2005) by counterposing altruistic and egoistic suicide,
identifying what will later become the most famous type of suicide. Subsequently,
the functionalists (Parsons and Merton) will again subordinate individual actions to

the society in a functionally positive way — and, therefore, oriented towards the
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collective. Similarly, both Weber and Marx refer indirectly to altruism despite not
employing the term. The first, when describing the ethics of love of charismatic
authority as opposed to legal and rational authority, the second, when raging against
Christian charity.

This interest in altruism as an object of study for the social sciences then
gradually decreased, especially in Europe. From the 1950s, theoretical and
empirical studies display the disinterest of social scientists in this object. An
exception is a Russian American sociologist, Pitrim A. Sorokin who, in 1949, with
funding from Mr Eli Lilly and the Lilly Endowment, established the Harvard
Research Center in Creative Altruism. The Centre’s research activities over the
years (1949-1959) produced four primary lines of results: (@) one claiming that
there are three types of altruists; (b) one that confirms “the law of polarisation”
previously formulated by Sorokin (1942/2010), according to which many
individuals in a community following a catastrophe transform their behaviour either
in a selfish direction (carpe diem) or an altruistic direction; (c) one that leads to the
revision of the prevailing theory of the structure and integration of the personality;
and finally, (d) one that has brought out the strategies for prompting altruistic
behaviours through the detailed study of how group affiliations, values, and actions
of the individual achieve this result.

In recent years, however, the study of altruism seems to take on new vigour,
especially in the United States: in 2012, the American Sociological Association
started including in its ranks the section “Altruism, Morality & Social Solidarity”"
(Nichols, 2012) — a single specialization field due to their interdependence in the
sociocultural reality (Jeftrey, 2014). Europe also experienced a renewed interest in
studies on altruism. French sociology saw the numerous retakes on Marcel Mauss’

work on the gift (2002), the anti-utilitarian movement (Caillé, 1988; Steiner, 2016),

! The promoter was Vincent Jeffrey who, together with other colleagues, outlined the reasons for
the need for this field of study in the article Altruism and social solidarity: Envisioning a field of
specialization (Jeffrey et al., 2006). Subsequently, as early as 2009, a Newsletter of the nascent
section of “Altruism & Social Solidarity” was launched, which will then take its final name when

“Altruism, Morality & Social Solidarity” was established in 2012.

74



and Moscovici and his followers’ studies of social representations (2000a), which
bring to the definition of the elementary forms of altruism.

Despite this renewed vitality of the studies on altruism, European literature does
not number Sorokin among the classics that contributed to their development.
Conversely, in the United States, his intellectual legacy has been collected by
various scholars (Jeffrey, 2002; Johnston, 2001; Krotov, 2012, 2014; Nichols, 2009;
Weinstein, 2000). Here, I will try to outline how this rediscovery of altruism can
lead to a new configuration of the Ego / Alter relationship in contemporary society.
I will use deduction in presenting this idea, given the scant relevance of the concept
of altruism in the social sciences (as mentioned above). I will indirectly deduce the

references to altruism from those to actions that benefit others.

4.3. Towards a new configuration of the Ego/Alter relationship

Considering the statement above, the starting hypothesis to overcome the
egoism/altruism dichotomy is that there is no such thing as altruism or egoism
understood in a behavioural sense, as claimed by socio-biologists or behaviourists.
Instead, there are “altruistic relationships™ and “egoistic relationships”. It follows
that the focus will be on “relation in action” (“rela/c/tion”), that is, on a relational
process that is at the same time “relation” and “action” between individuals in a
sociocultural context. The term “rela/c/tion” is, therefore, a play on words that holds
together these two words “relation” and “‘action” which are held together by the
letter “c” delimited by the slash symbol (//). In other words, the focus is on the
individual, an individual who is capable of significant interactions that fit into a
cultural context. Undoubtedly these relationships are influenced, on the one hand,
by culture, and, on the other, by the indissoluble link with everyday life and context.
Consequently, it is possible to transition from an approach to the study of social
phenomena aimed at searching for a cause (causality) to one focusing on the overall
significant interactions between what Sorokin (1948) defined as “indivisible
sociocultural trinity” (Society, Culture, and Personality). This passage outlines the

reciprocal relationship between life-world and social system and represents the
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pivotal moment in which attention is paid not only to the individual as the recipient
of decisions but to the individual as a “subject” and active part in relational
processes (Donati and Archer, 2015; Mangone, 2019a). This approach privileges
the spaces of relationships, crucial for the recognition of identity through and within
individual relational investments (thus within a relationship that is based on

altruism or egoism or their expression).

This process involves an “objective transaction” between the identities
attributed (communicational identity) and the identities assumed, which
can be conflictual between the individuals who have a desire for
identification and recognition, and the institutions that offer statuses,
categories, and different forms of recognition. It brings into play key
identification spaces—places where “Goffman’s main status” (1981) is
recognized— within which individuals consider themselves sufficiently
recognized and valued. Being able to “play” with different spaces and
thus “negotiate” one’s own investments and “manage” one’s own
affiliations is a fundamental element of the objective transition. In fact,
with regard to the give-receive relationship, which would
hypothetically have inherent in itself a subsequent expression of
gratitude, it is possible to argue that the exercise of negotiation
eliminates the supremacies that arise within the relationship:
negotiation is seen, therefore, as a form of regulation of the social
relationship and ensures that the goal to be achieved is not preordained,
but is built during the process and, even when it is fixed, is never final,
but subject to further modification and discussion (Mangone, 2019a, p.

37).

These aspects were examined by both Mauss (2002) and Moscovici (2000a): the
former referred to the need to close the “give/receive/return” cycle of the gift, while
the latter discussed the elementary forms of altruism. Both highlight how these
actions stem from the relationality of individuals. Sorokin focused his concluding
studies at The Harvard Research Center in Creative Altruism on the transformation

of human solidarity. He claimed its replacement by the “love relationship” — that
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iceberg-looking feeling (“Love is like an iceberg: only a small part of it is visible,
and even this visible part is little known”; Sorokin, 1954, p. 3) that he considered
“the supreme and vital form of human relationship”.

This way privileges the spaces of the Ego/Alter relationships within societal
processes. All social phenomena, attitudes, and actions are built in an environment
with its places, times, and symbols, which are fundamental in the cognitive
processes of self-signification activated by individuals for constructing social
realities in their daily relational experience. What should be analysed, therefore, is
neither altruism nor egoism, but the relationship. This procedural and
methodological order overcomes the altruism/egoism dichotomy since these two
static terms are replaced by processes: the “altruistic relationships”, for society
(pro-social or hetero-directed) and the “egoistic relationships”, for oneself (anti-
social or self-directed).

Showing some ambiguity, any form of relationship fluctuates between the
exchange of information and the symbolic action on the other: implemented and
experienced relations are, therefore, problematic actions that most often do not
allow reciprocity between the subjects, which is paramount for “altruistic
relationships”.

The social relationship connects Ego and Alter, allowing for discovering the
Others and acting towards them. The idea of otherness, which usually leads to the
concept of “unfamiliar” or “foreign”, depends on the recognition or not of the other
within the cognitive order pre-established by the society or reference groups

(Gutmann, 1992). As Simao stated in describing the importance of human relations,

the process to which the notion of otherness concerns a complex and
even paradoxical recognition of similarities and differences among an I
and his or her Others, with which the I could share or not his or her
experiences, expectancies, hopes, and fears, in affairs related to work,
educational, leisure, familiar, private, and public situations” (2012, p.

1281).
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For example, in Bauman’s (1995) reading of contemporary society, “the other”
as “foreigner” is defined by distance, perceived as an element of “strangeness” that
separates what we need to know from what we do know, or believe we know, about
the potential or actual attitudes that others will assume. “Otherness” is almost
always traced back to “strangeness” and therefore to the foreigner — but each society
has its own “foreigners”. In Simmel’s work on the stranger (1908), this category is
rife with dichotomies such as near/far, same/different, inside/outside the
community). Today, such dichotomies no longer apply to the category of the
“foreigner” per se (understood as someone coming from distant places and with her
specific symbolic dimension). Nor do they apply to those (others) who are among
us and create ambiguity or undermine certainty as they cannot be ascribed to a strict
category.

And it is precisely recognition that can push the relationship towards altruism or
egoism. The lower the anonymity of the relational “Other”, the more one tends
towards an altruistic relationship. The Ego/Alter relationship thus no longer relies
on inequality (in what) but differentiation (for whom). The focus should be on
Ego’s attitudes, as she perceives herself as similar to/different from Alter in a given
symbolic sphere. It should also be on Alfer’s responses within a relational
framework built on expectations that may influence the determination of
closeness/distance and openness/closure. Regarding anonymity, I cannot but
mention the antinomy “remote vs. direct” social interactions (Berger and
Luckmann, 1966). The more anonymous the contact with the Other (remote
interaction), the more difficult it is to find common elements that also allow civil
coexistence — as in the case of discriminatory actions against minorities or weaker
sections of the population. It is starkly evident in the face of imposed relevance and
when knowledge transforms from socially derived into socially approved.
Individual knowledge largely derives from others, with only a modest part resulting
from direct experience (socially derived knowledge). Then, it is recognized and
accepted by others and not only by those who own it (socially approved).

Actions towards others depend on the idea that individuals construct of them,
the interpretations of their past and present actions, and the predictions of what they

will do in the future (Berger and Luckmann, 1969). One of altruism’s
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presuppositions is a hypothetical (not guaranteed) restitution of the good or service
granted to the other. Therefore, attitudes (positive or negative) towards others
depend on one’s perception of them. Individuals construct their action schemes
based on the meanings they attribute to their daily existence. These social
representations (Farr and Moscovici, 1984) understood as systems of interpretation
of the social environment that constitutes reality (the idea of the world,
Weltanschauung), determine the meaning and significance of actions and events.
Furthermore, they define the experience of reality by identifying limits, meanings,
and types of interactions by reducing the information ambiguity and making the
meanings of actions unequivocal (turning the unfamiliar into familiar).

If we try to further analyse this process based on representations as cognitive-
descriptive processes, we find that the recognition of otherness refers to a wider and
more complex categorization process. This, in turn, leads to the visibility of the
Ego/Alter nexus (the basis of social identification) and at the same time makes the
near/far dimension apparent and visible. The FEgo strengthens and unfolds
positively, thus negatively defining the A/ter. This process is particularly significant
when the individual is already aimed at “defending her own world”. The opposite
happens instead in an altruistic relationship and particularly with what Moscovici
(2000a) defined as “participatory altruism”. This form of altruism gives rise to an
“Us” that connects and binds together the members of the group, community, or
society, and it is for this “Us” that individuals are ready to sacrifice themselves.
Individuals still defend “their own world” but this world is no longer individualized
but referred to the collective as humanity. In this case, the altruistic relationship is
directed towards supporting that bond that cannot be broken for the survival of the
group of which one is part (humanity), regardless of its form. In a certain way, Ego
connects with Alter in the “Us”, becoming almost interchangeable — so much so
that it is no longer possible to distinguish when something is being done for the
other or our good. Attention should be paid to Ego’s attitudes that perceive himself
as equal to/different from Alfer in a given symbolic sphere, as well as to Alter’s
responses within a relational framework built on expectations. Expectations can
determine closeness/distancing and openness/closure. When Ego perceives itself as

equal (similar) to Alfer, its attitudes are the closest to being “altruistic relations”.
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All inequalities are cancelled as both Ego and Alter recognise themselves in an “Us”
that differentiates without creating differences.

It is, therefore, necessary to activate transformation processes of the perceptive
and cognitive system of individuals so that their experience unfolds as a synthetic
re-interpretative experience of the Ego/Alter relationship. A widespread idea in
contemporary society is that globalization hindered the humanitarian ethos aimed
at that communicative interaction for the “understanding” between two subjects in
action who refer to each other and act taking into account their mutual intentions,
motivations and expectations. And yet this ethos should be considered a valuable
opportunity for individual growth, in the perspective of changing everything that

hampers the construction of a new civil and solidaristic coexistence.

4.4. The theoretical framework of sociological analysis

Studying altruism and egoism is first and foremost a theoretical challenge
because — according to evolutionists — the behaviour of an organism that promotes
the survival of another organism rather than its own violates the principle of
individual selection. Sociobiology (Wilson, 1975) tried to dispel these doubts by
defining individuals as altruistic if, in their decision-making processes (Piliavin &
Charng, 1990), they give more weight to others — or, better said, to the effects of
their actions if they are beneficial to others rather than themselves. However, it must
be made clear that sociobiologists approach the study of altruism or egoism only
from the perspective of survival and/or genetic outcome, basing their reflections on
the conjugation of natural processes of evolution and cultural processes
(Dobzhansky, 1962) and without addressing moral issues (Sigmund and Hauert,
2002). Sociobiologists are very interested in the altruistic and egoistic phenomena
implemented by individuals, explaining the former through two key hypotheses:
kin selection and group selection. For his part, Ruse (1991) argues that altruism is
a collective illusion "fobbed off on us by our genes to get us to cooperate" (p. 506).
Both hypotheses are akin to utilitarian economic and rational choice approaches.

On this basis, some authors (Fehr and Rockenbach, 2004; Sigmund and Hauert,
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2002) strengthen the reciprocal selection hypothesis (Trivers, 1971), which in
sociology is defined and referred to as social exchange (Blau 1964; Homans 1961).
According to this hypothesis, individuals choose to help those who, in the future,
could help them or their relatives, in a condition of reciprocity. This investment,
however, is uncertain, since individuals can never know for sure whether the other
that they helped will reciprocate them in the future in case of need. It is the
exchange of mutually beneficial acts between different individuals, whether they
are related or not. It is not a question of exchanging a material good, since the good
is the survival of a person (or his relatives). This is precisely one of the aspects that
does not allow us to fully explain altruism (and, therefore, its opposite, egoism):
individuals often help other individuals who are neither relatives nor members of
the group to which they belong, but strangers, so that there is no certainty that
reciprocity will be maintained in the future.

This confirms once again that discussing egoism and altruism is a theoretical
challenge (meta-theory) that must be approached through the social sciences,
especially sociology. To do so, it is necessary, precisely from a theoretical point of
view, to clarify certain concepts and approaches that can be linked directly or
indirectly to the altruism/egoism dichotomy and that will be taken up again (if
necessary) in the continuation of this work.

It is widely held that sociology is a science developed at the end of the 19
century to study the changes that occurred in that period in the forms of association
of both individuals and institutions — those same changes that will then characterize
the so-called “modern states”. Although it is customary to date the birth of
sociology when Comte, with his Cours de philosophie positive (1830-1842),
attributes the term “sociology” to those studies that until then had been called

“social physics”, the discipline — albeit not structured into a “science” — existed for

2 The new term is the result of a neologism that combines two words: the first of Latin origin (socius,
societas), the second of Greek origin (logos). These two words merged mean precisely the study of

society.
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much longer than it is commonly believed?. This is especially true if one considers
the innumerable philosophical studies containing the first “sociological thought”
that, since classical times, have addressed social transformations and the
relationships between social structures and individuals (among many, we can
mention Aristotle’s study on the birth of Greek cities).

These are the reasons why we will reflect on the objects of study of sociology
that can be traced back to altruism, or at least to positive actions, by covering the
evolution of this thought. Nisbet (1977) designed two ways to present the history
of sociological thought: the first, and more classic, is based on thinkers whose
works are the content of the discipline itself; the second, less usual, but not less
used, is based on schools. In the present contribution, we will try to integrate both
ways, since it is important to refer not only to the so-called “masters” but also to
the orientations or traditions that have spread and have contributed to the
affirmation and the autonomy of sociology as a science, as well as to the critical
reflection on it.

What characterized the evolution of sociology was not so much the object of
study, which starting from Comte was clear to all those who wanted to undertake
sociological studies, but the need to make it independent from other sciences,
particularly from natural science. In a highly complex scenario like the social one,
with the paramount role of relationships at various levels, it is necessary to
distinguish the various dimensions of analysis (Collins, 1988): the macro,
concerning social systems and their forms of organization; the micro, which deals
with the relationship between individual and society and with social actions; and

the meso®, which, trying to integrate the two previous dimensions, addresses the

3 It cannot be said that there is a univocal periodisation in the history of sociology since this is usually

linked to the training of the scholar who tries to explain it (for this reason, we refer to the many

textbooks addressing the history of sociological thought).

* For further details on meso-analysis, see Collins (1988), while for their concrete application see

Archer’s theory of agency (2003).
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relations between social system and lifeworld (the totality of meanings and
representations of culture).

Concerning the origin of the discipline, if we owe de birth of the term
“sociology” (as well as “altruism”) to Comte, its dissemination is due to the
transformation of the traditional forms of social life triggered, on the one hand, by
the French Revolution and, on the other, by the Industrial Revolution that was
spreading throughout Europe from the mid-nineteenth century. The reason for this
last statement is very simple: we resort to the new science (and no longer to
religion!) to explain the transformations — or destruction — of traditional forms of
life, trying to predict possible future scenarios. The birth of sociology, therefore,
brings with it some open questions, including the debate on altruism or, in other
terms, on moral solidarity or social solidarity.

In this paragraph, we will try to outline, in broad terms and based on Collins’
three dimensions of analysis (1988), how, by some of sociology’s objects of study
(social order, integration, social action, interaction, etc.), we can derive references
to altruism or those actions that benefit others than the actor and for which have
been used the terms solidarism and social solidarity — see for example Durkheim
(1960) and his differentiation between organic solidarity and mechanical solidarity.
We will resort to the deduction because the term altruism or, rather, the concept of
altruism, even after Comte, has never attained great relevance in sociological
studies.

The approaches to the study of socio-cultural phenomena have inevitably
followed the development of sociology and its affirmation as an autonomous
discipline and therefore have been characterized together with the definition of

social sciences, based on the reference paradigm.

> The French scholar based all his studies on the belief that this new disciplinary field could produce

knowledge about social phenomena (through scientific evidence) and at the same time well-being

for the whole of humanity by using science to predict and thus control human behaviour.
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4.4.1. From functionalism to conflict theory

At its origin, sociology placed the social order (structure or system) as an
essential prerequisite for individual and collective action (macro dimension) and
this element has been the key to understanding the socio-cultural phenomena of
both Durkheim’s Positivism and Parsons’ pure functionalism (1949), as well as
Merton’s structural-functionalism (1949). Briefly said, in this approach the whole
explain the parts. Parsons, for example, dedicated all his studies to the development
of'a model of analysis suitable for all types of communities, claiming that individual
actions are based on requests from society (the social system determines both
individual and collective actions). Individuals would therefore act — in a positive or
negative direction — based on rules learned and internalized through primary and
secondary socialization.

The higher the degree of integration of the individual in the social system, the
more he contributes to its conservation. In this sense, the action of the individual is
functionally positive, otherwise, the action will be dysfunctional (harmful).

Hence the supremacy of the system over the individual, whose action is
subordinated to the necessity of survival of the system itself.

The American sociologist solves the classical problem of order through a scheme
valid for every social system: the role played by the individual mediates between
the structure of the personality and the institutional structure. The social structure
can be said to be constituted by normative cultural models, internalized by the
individual through socialization (primary and secondary), and institutionalized by
the social system. The primary object of the analysis must therefore be the set of
mechanisms that allow for the integration of the individual into the social system,
and at the same time between societal subsystems. These actions, which can be
called “interdependent actions”, are identified in role behaviours: individuals act
based on their roles defined by institutionalized expectations. Individual action is
oriented towards a given situation, built by a set of physical, social, and cultural
objects that motivate the subject.

The whole process of interdependence is aimed at the basic motivation for

human action: obtaining gratifications and avoiding sanctions. The problem of
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order is solved through the interpenetration of the systems. Although Parsons
criticized Sorokin (who had been his professor at Harvard), this concept derives
from the latter’s idea of the indivisible sociocultural trinity (Sorokin, 1948) —
personality, society, and culture. But what does Parsons claim through his idea of
system interpenetration? He argues, as did Sorokin, that to study social phenomena
one cannot consider only the social system (society) but must also study that of the
personality of individuals and the cultural system. And it is precisely in the
interpenetration between these three systems that interconnection, integration, and
mediation between the individual/individualistic aspect of the action and the
holistic feature of the structure develop. The constitutive elements of this process
are the values that represent the criteria for defining the role and that, at the same
time, form the basis of the motivational structure of the personality. To clarify this,
it is essential to examine the assumptions of the theory of social action — understood
as structural action — within a more general framework that can reconcile actions
such as altruism and solidarity.

Parsons’ theory of action requires the following elements: 1) the actor (the
subject); 2) the purpose of the action, i.e., the future situation towards which the
process is oriented; 3) the situation in which the action begins, whose potential
development differs from the situation to which the action is directed. This situation
can be analysed based on two elements: a) what the actor cannot control (conditions
of the action); and b) what he can control (means of action); 4) the implicit
relationship between conditions and means (choice of alternative means for a given
end). It is in this choice that the normative element arises; Parsons resolves every
motivation and behaviour of the individual within the normative definition. And it
is within this normative definition that we find positive actions (functional to
society) and negative actions (dysfunctional to society). It follows that a positive
action (gratitude, altruism, solidarity, cooperation, etc.) is not aimed at other
people’s good, but at preserving the social order.

There is therefore a fracture between individual and society: on the one hand,
human action aimed at achieving a goal; on the other, the world itself — apparently
meaningless — in which action is developed through the means-ends scheme. Thus

sketched, the theory of action poses action and the role as a voluntary overcoming
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of the rift between social and individual, without allowing, however, to fully grasp
the real dynamic processes of the former. Consequently, deviance (negative action)
is for Parsons the main origin of the mechanisms of change in society. In Parsons’
social system, based on shared normative expectations, deviant actions originate
from and consist in a disturbance of the communication between ego and alter,
more specifically, a deficiency of alter in favour of ego. Such a deficiency is
structured in the personality of an individual through a system of needs-dispositions
based on a distorted orientation towards shared expectations (egoistic orientation).
The structure of needs-dispositions of the personality within the system of social
roles can either conform to it or refuse (oppose) it. Therefore, the personality is
explained in terms of the system of roles, and the system of roles in terms of
individual personalities. However, this generates a vicious circle with an inevitably
random exit. This process can only be analysed in terms of a series of psychological
mechanisms, based on which the negative action is outlined as an individual
orientation towards the normative system, and is seen as an adaptation to an
experienced individual tension.

Like Parsons, but with different nuances, Merton (1949) bases his “functional
analysis” (he does not speak of functionalism) on the relationship between means
and ends, namely between “cultural goals” and “legitimate means”®. To better
understand the balancing processes between “cultural goals” and “legitimate

means”, we will invoke Merton’s theory of deviance (middle-range theory)’,

® “Goals” and “means” are two types of institutionalized values within the social or cultural
structure. The “goals” are the aims, aspirations, legitimate interests of the members of society
ordered according to a hierarchical model of priority that characterizes the society of reference; and
the “means”, or norms, set the ways of achieving the goals. There is not always the same emphasis

between cultural goals and norms, nor is there a constant relationship.

” In sociology, medium-range theories occupy an intermediate position between the general theories
of social systems — too far from particular categories of behaviour, organization and social change
to explain what is observed — and those detailed descriptions that are all but generalized. Merton
then tries to find a middle ground, which he defines in this way: the “Middle-range theory is
principally used in sociology to guide empirical inquiry. It is intermediate to general theories of

social systems which are too remote from particular classes of social behavior, organization and
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according to which the choices, and therefore the consequent actions (positive or
negative), are not due to biological or instinctual impulses badly repressed by social
control but are a completely “normal” response to the social pressures experienced
by individuals. Contemporary societies are characterized by the growing
importance attached to “cultural goals” and the simultaneous lessening of that
attached to the “means”, thus dissociating final values and instrumental values,
particularly when the importance of strictly /egitimate means is lessened in favour
of any effective means for achieving the cultural purpose. When the legitimate
practices for reaching a strongly supported cultural goal are overshadowed, we
witness a form of “anomie” (absence of rules). Possible solutions are schemes of
actions (adaptation) that vary according to the individual’s position in the social
organization (the social status and its related sources of knowledge are the elements
determining the opportunities to reach a given goal through legitimate means).
Within this context, uncertainties are emphasized for two reasons: on the one hand,
there is an almost complete lack of rules on the legitimate procedures for achieving
the “goals”, and, on the other, these very cultural goals are urged for everyone,
without real openings in the institutionalized ways to reach them (for example, the
American dream of a self-made man). Negatively oriented attitudes are therefore
helped by these anomic conditions, and take different forms depending on how
individuals resolve the antinomy between the “goals” set by culture and the
“means” used to achieve them (adaptation).

Every society sets limits, through juridical or cultural norms, to the satisfaction
of individual aspirations, also determining the legitimate means to be employed. In
a stably structured society, these limits are perceived as necessary and fair.
However, when these normative values change, there is less respect for them and
consequently, a greater number of individuals will perform negative actions

(deviance). If the norms lose credibility, a greater number of individuals are not

change to account for what is observed and to those detailed orderly descriptions of particulars that
are not generalized at all. Middle-range theory involves abstractions, of course, but they are close
enough to observed data to be incorporated in propositions that permit empirical testing. Middle-
range theories deal with delimited aspects of social phenomena, as is indicated by their labels”.

(Merton, 1949, pp. 39-40).
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willing to respect them: the state of “anomie” frames a situation of loss of credibility
of the rules. In this condition, individuals are particularly uncomfortable because,
given that normative values are no longer working, they lose their points of
reference — both if the norms are no longer effective, and if formally present but
without any meaning.

Merton’s first objective, concerning the theory of deviant behaviour (and
therefore to negative actions), is to find out how some structures exert a well-
defined pressure on some individuals to make them behave outside the norm.
Societies always try to maintain a balance between institutionalized goals and
means. A real integration between the two values — at the base of the stability of the
social system — occurs only when gratifications are obtained not only in achieving
the goals but also in using certain means over others. It can be argued that, as
contemporary society is a system based on competition, it is integrated if the
emphasis is placed not only on the object of the competition (i.e., the goal) but also
on how it is achieved. Some individuals, for various reasons, start at a disadvantage
for important goals, and it is, therefore, necessary to provide for the possibility of a
more accessible alternative destination. If this were not the case, we would have

what Merton calls aberrant behaviour:

that aberrant behavior may be regarded sociologically as a symptom of
disassociation between culturally prescribed aspirations and socially

structured avenues for realizing these aspirations (Merton, 1949, p. 67).

According to Merton, modern societies seem to be characterized by the great
importance attributed to cultural goals and the parallel attenuation of the importance
of means. This causes anomie, a condition for which the American sociologist
proposes an individual adaptation scheme (not personality types) that vary
according to the position of the individual in the social structure. Merton’s model
of the social system is anomic in two senses (as told above) and the adaptive
behaviours are therefore favoured by these anomic conditions, and take different

forms (conformity, innovation, ritualism, renunciation, rebellion) depending on
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how individuals resolve the antinomy between the “goals” set by the culture and
the “means” employed to achieve them.

Merton’s model is a tool for the interpretation, above all, of negative (deviant)
actions in modern society, where cultural dissociation is structurally linked to class
division. Anomie is the form of a contradiction typical of this social system that
cannot be solved in terms of the existing situation. Adaptations to the state of
anomie, which in Merton’s scheme are considered as responses subjectively and
individually processed to deal with psychological distress (subjective anomie),
must be considered as responses elaborated collectively and consciously based on
real social contradictions.

Functionalism was widely criticized for its systematic and generalizing claims
(particularly Parsons’ works). The first criticism was to have considered exclusively
or, at least, predominantly the phenomena of integration and social order without
taking into account the problems of change and conflict. The attention paid to
culture and the importance attributed to the process of internalizing values have
caused functionalists to lose sight of the fact that culture can also be a “constraint”,
thus leading to social interests aimed at change. The conflictual perspective follows
this idea: for its scholars, it is conflict, rather than regulatory integration, that
performs the primary functions of preserving the system and promoting changes.
The deviation from the norm is considered paramount for the interpretation of
functional consequences. This implies a different evaluation of individual action,
to be traced back to a specific definition of “conflict”: according to the major
exponents of the conflictual current, particularly Coser (1962), deviations from the
norm are not always dysfunctional to the group because greater moral cohesion can
be built around the violated norm and its redefinition.

If for structural-functionalists (Durkheim, Parsons, Merton) society is based on
its order and therefore every single action must be functional to society, in Weber’s
theory, and even more in Marx’s critical theory (1932), society is based on an
unstable equilibrium of opposing forces that generate social change.

If functionalists assert that the structure prevails over the individual, Max Weber
considers sociology as the comprehensive science of social action. Weber’s (1978)

“sociology of meaningful understanding” (Verstehen) qualifies human action as a
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social action only when it is “meaningful”. Actions are social when individuals take
into account those of others, which are driven by individual motivation. Therefore,
actions are social as they always refer to the behaviour of others, which in turn
influences them in their evolution. In other words, social actions must be defined in
terms of “objective meanings” of the activity of the individual. And, in this

perspective, sociology

is a science which attempts the interpretative understanding of social
action in order thereby to arrive at a casual explanation of its course and
effects. In ‘action’ is included all human behaviour when and in so far
as the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning (Weber, 1947, p.

88).

For Weber, actions become the key for the interpretation of Western modern
society, which is increasingly dominated by instrumental rationality. Weber defines
a type of social action (goal-instrumental and value-rational actions, affective
action, and traditional action) through the conceptual tool of the ideal type®.
Weber’s development of the ideal type begins with the criticism of the use of
collectivist concepts. He thinks that sociology should proceed from the actions of
the individual, few or many separate individuals, and the concept of the ideal type
is nothing more than a tool that allows measuring reality. It is not an accurate copy
of reality; it is only a means that emphasizes the connections that the scholar
considers relevant. Through the ideal type of a phenomenon, the researcher will
then focus on those connections that have meaning for her in the causal web that
determines the phenomenon itself.

When Weber refers to individual motivations, the reference to values is implicit.

He interprets the plurality of values by overcoming the contrast between Kant’s

8 In constructing the ideal type, it is necessary to isolate from the complexity of the phenomenon
those elements that are uniform in their repetition. These uniform elements will be the basis for the
construction of a model that will not be the real measure of the phenomenon, but only an instrument
for measuring reality. The ideal type is the right mediation between historical experience and the

search for a synthesis of knowledge.
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principle of “never using others only as means but always also as ends” and
utilitarianism which claims to always choose ‘“actions that maximize people’s
utility and happiness”. The contrast is overcome through the dualism between the
ethics of principles, Gesinnungsethik, also called intentions or beliefs, and the ethics
of responsibility, Verantwortungsethik (Lassman and Speirs, 1994; Lassman et al.,
1989). The first refers to absolute principles, which are assumed regardless of their
consequences (example: religious ethics), the second to all those cases in which
particular attention is paid to the relationship between means and ends and the
consequences of an action. The ethics of responsibility restores to individuals the
burden of the consequences of their actions towards themselves and others (both
for good and for evil), even beyond temporal and spatial proximity. Ascribing the
conduct of human beings to a single general principle is a flawed approach. In
modern society, the idea of responsibility for choices has often been delegated to
law, in the form not of ethics of responsibility, but ethics reduced to a simple
procedure.

In discussing the link between material interests (economy) and ideal interests
and beliefs (religion), Weber refers to the Protestant Reformation by developing the
idea of Beruf (Weber, 1904-1905), a term introduced in Luther’s German
translation of the Bible. The idea of Beruf — which in German means both
“vocation” and “work” — expresses the central dogma of all Protestant churches:
daily work — that is, carefully fulfilling the duties of one’s profession/vocation — is
the only way to be acceptable to God, since the division of labour has forced every
individual to work for others. Luther himself will take charge of the evil of society
because it is inherent in his mission of help (profession) which he carries within
himself.

Concerning professions, Weber has also been interested in the distribution of
power between the various positions occupied by individuals within the different
forms of social organization (particularly in the bureaucratic structure), as well as
in its legitimation, thus opening a new window in the study of the satisfaction that
comes from the participation of individuals in the various social organizations. in

his studies, Weber wonders how to control the members of a social organization to
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maximize efficiency and effectiveness, minimizing the unhappiness that comes
from the very use of control.

According to Weber, all forms of social organization, particularly the
bureaucratic one, set certain norms that must be observed to guarantee their own
functioning. The exercise of this power, however, can produce a state of alienation
in those who obey and comply with the norms do not consider it legitimate. Indeed,
Weber uses the term power for the ability to induce others to obey, legitimacy for
the acceptance of the exercise of power and authority for the combination of these
two (legitimate power). On this last element, the German sociologist provides a
typology of the authorities, which differ in their origins and legitimation rather than
in the type of power exercised: 1) traditional authority, based on the belief in the
sacredness of traditions (“we have always done so0”’) and on the legitimations of
those who hold authority based on these traditions. This type of legitimation, in the
modern world, has weathered down, being a power that derives directly from God
(an exception is the authority of the Pope); 2) charismatic authority, when
individuals accept the order of their superior due to his personality and because they
identify themselves with him. Charismatic authority springs from a relationship of
devotion or even love between the leader (leader) and his disciples (followers). The
validity of the charism is based on the “recognition” by the followers and the
legitimacy is based on having been chosen (e.g., Jesus). According to Weber,
however, the charismatic leader does not have to be a positive force (see, for
example, Mussolini and Hitler). Sociology considers all types of charismatic
domination like the charisma of heroes, prophets, saviours, etc.; 3) legal-rational
or bureaucratic authority, based on normative rules and on the right of those who
have been given authority by such rules. This type of power legitimacy comes
directly from the legal systems and is granted by law. It is the power of modern
“democracies”, in which the people freely elect their rulers.

If the traditional authority does not exist in modern societies, since the “sacred”
is no longer considered an explanation of the earthly things of men, charismatic
authority is opposed to legal-rational authority because the latter evolves into what
Weber defined a “steel cage” and only a charismatic authority with innovative

actions can counter this situation.
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In Weber’s theory, but even more so in Marx’s critical theory (1932), society is
based on an unstable equilibrium of opposing forces. Marx’s entire work is imbued
with moral values centred on human dignity, achieved by satisfying two primary
needs of man: sociality and individual freedom. However, in the philosophical
tradition, these two needs are considered as opposed to each other, hence the need
for an ethic that guarantees the development and realization of individuals in terms
advantageous for both themselves and others. The rejection of the hedonistic
morality (promoted by the bourgeois class), as well as of the renunciation-oriented
Christian one, projects individuals towards a simple, austere, and, at the same time,
satisfying and happy lifestyle. Marx openly opposes Christian charity solidarity,
because they guarantee the dignity of human beings by making them all equal. As
such, Christian charity should be considered as a way for covering social conflicts,
a sort of alibi behind which to hide to avoid facing the structural knots of existing
injustices.

In other words, the development of modern society, according to Marx, is based
on actions of social conflict aimed at satisfying primary and secondary needs

(Maslow, 1954): in this way

the motivation for action arises from the universal tendency to satisfy
certain orders of needs, which are different by nature and complexity,
in ways other than according to a logic of purpose-oriented rationality.
In this way, actions cannot be enveloped in an ideal model, as they

escape all rational logic (Mangone, 2018a, p. 70).

The actions implemented to satisfy needs are the first ones, but since men tend
to modify their needs, these, like thought systems, are transitory and are rooted in
different historical periods. It follows that the evolution of human beings depends
on their material condition and on the different forms by which they associate to
satisfy their needs. Conflict is not a structural property of human societies but is to
be found primarily in the individual and is at the same time outside and within social
norms, in the tension between the needs that can be satisfied within a social form

and those that cannot be institutionalized.
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Social change, therefore, cannot be ascribed to extra-social elements (climate or
geography), as it was for moral statisticians, nor to the system of ideas, since they
are not the driving forces of society, but the reflection of material interests that drive
men to action and to relate to others. In such a society, production systems become
independent from all other systems, and on these relationships rely the entire
cultural superstructure of society and the division into social classes. Marx,
however, does not reify either the society or the class, indeed, he maintains that the
social entity par excellence is the individual, even if only within the society in
which he builds relationships that affect his actions.

In general, the Marxist approach posits that the system of thought reflects the
political and economic interests of small groups of individuals, particularly those
who owns the means of production. The system of thought becomes the mere
instrument of reproduction of social inequalities and injustices; this approach,
therefore, is obviously an interpretative reading of reality that starts from very
specific instances, although with some peculiar aspects. The system of
representations (system of ideas), which is the result of social practices, can
increase or decrease the transparency of a society. In other words, social reality,
human beings, and human groups in their interactions produce “images” that at a
given historical moment become a mode of consciousness. The things that are
evident in society are explained by not-so-evident relations of production. This
establishes a dialectical and reciprocal relationship by which we can understand the
true nature of things, in which the social relations are ordered by the means of
production underlying them. Accepting this Marxist perspective increases our

disposition to solve the problems of the poor through political liberation.

4.4.2. Phenomenological approach and daily life

The evolution of sociology has been characterized by two querelles:

quantitative/qualitative and macro/micro. Neither dimension has clear-cut

boundaries: it is necessary to give due consideration to the micro and macro aspects

of human action, reiterating how the individual is that component of society from
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which attention cannot be diverted. Microsociology deals with small segments of
time and space (human action rather than social change) and a limited number of
individuals: actions and individuals, behaviour and responsibilities. This approach
generally highlights meaningful action in the sphere of everyday life: the starting
point is no longer society, but individuals or, better, their interactions. The scholars
who apply this paradigm (interactionism) base their research precisely on the study
of the interactions between individuals. The innovative idea of this approach is the
emphasis placed on the interpretation that individuals give of their “life situation”.
The key factor is not only the structuring of roles within society but also the culture
within which interactions develop. Subjective factors, even more than objective
ones, allow for interpretation: the symbolic relationship of the individual with her
body, with others, and with the context of reference, is fundamental for the process
of interpretation and signification.

Thus configured, the phenomenological approach no longer focuses on how
integration happens, but on how this is considered a fact of everyday life, allowing
interpretation and the consequent choice of decisions and actions (be they positive
or negative). This approach studies the mundane by paying attention to the obvious
actions of everyday life, which then become the object of further study to
demonstrate that the forms of everyday life play an important role in maintaining
the social order.

Schiitz (1970-1971; 1967), for example, claims the importance of what “appears
obvious” in everyday life, since it is precisely in it that social phenomena are
represented. Everyday life, which he more specifically calls “the world of everyday
life”, has an intersubjective character. Each interpretation of this world is based on
a set of “available knowledge” that acts as a framework of reference, which in turn
allows individuals to understand and control everyday experience, based on
meaningful actions expressed in interactions. Starting from Weber’s concept of
meaningful action, Schiitz makes a further effort to clarify its underlying
connections. In consideration of the criticism posed to Weber, according to which
he conceives meaningful action mainly in relation to his model of purpose-oriented
rational action, for Schiitz, actions can have both a meaning and a representation

before they are carried out, i.e., when they are a project for the future (sense of
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production); while they are carried out, that is, when they are experienced in the
present (sense of produced), and, finally, after they have been accomplished, in
other words, when they are a memory — past — for the person who carried them out
(self-understanding) and for the recipient or spectator (hetero-understanding). In
simpler terms and following Schiitz’s theory, we can state that the attribution of
meaning to action is arbitrary as it is connected with an individual project and thus
susceptible to modifications. Indeed, the action planned and the one taken often do
not coincide, entailing the necessary distinction between aims (action planned) and
cause (action taken). Therefore, actions can be understood only if we can
understand their ultimate purpose and the timespan they refer to.

Thus outlined the connection between action and meaning, it follows that the
authentically subjective sense of action remains almost completely inaccessible to
the understanding of the other, while, on a social level, the meaning of an action is
generically interpreted with the objective sense that is actualized in typifications.

With Schiitz’s theory, the object of study of sociology becomes the meaningful
action that takes place in the “world of everyday life”, thus laying the foundations
for a future understanding of the processes at the origin of culture, objectified and
generalized, through the social communication of meanings. The meanings are born
in the intentionality of consciousness and, once shared and internalized, influence
consciousness itself, in addition to action and intersubjective relationships. These,
in turn, are the object of study of phenomenology, of which Goffman is the most
prominent scholar is. Starting from the assumption that society is nothing more than
a scenic representation, Goffman denies any dialectic between inside and outside:
the subject is considered as a pure mask in a social staging, whose rules and
structural characteristics determine the various roles acted by the subject himself.
Goffman addresses the concept of integration of individuals within social
organizations in two of his main works: Stigma (1968) and Asylums (1971). These
two works have a “political” character: the first describes and analyses the practices
of social “inferiorization” of people different from us through stigma and, therefore,
through the attribution of moral judgments that allow labelling someone as
belonging to a lesser category; the second analyses the dynamics within total

institutions, particularly psychiatric ones.
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Interaction, identity and the self are the fundamental elements characterizing
Goffman’s work. Concerning the Self, he distinguishes in it two characters: the
actor, the free and independent component of the subject, and the character, the set
of characters needed by men every time they interact with others in their lifeworld.
The Self is the result of a situation (frame) that occurs and is experienced. It
originates from the meaning attributed to the situation around which the relationship
is organized based on a sort of negotiation. Individuals adapt to situations, try to
adapt these to their own needs, and build their own behaviour based on the role
expectations of the external world and, in this way, try to control and guide their
actions based on the idea that others have of them. These are the dynamics normally
occurring in the construction and strengthening of identity and the Self.

In their everyday life, individuals experience a reality full of direct or mediated
social encounters. In these contacts with others there is a tendency to assume a
certain line, a model of verbal and non-verbal acts with which one expresses his
opinion on the situation and his evaluation of its participants, particularly ourselves
(Goffman, 1967). Goffman (1959) appropriately illustrates this mode of interaction:
he states that individuals take and interpret different identity expressions according
to the contexts and social situations in which they find themselves (dramaturgical
approach). The American scholar claims that every man needs a kit for his identity,
thanks to which he can manipulate his image, and rely, in the external world, on
objects that give him a feeling of himself — his body, his immediate actions, his
thoughts, his possessions — free from any contact with foreign and contaminating
elements.

For Goffman, identity must be distinguished in personal identity and social
identity. The latter, in turn, must be distinguished in virtual — attributed to the
individual based on his appearance, that is, what others imagine and through which
our categorization is only approximate — and actual, that is real, since it allows to
attribute, with certainty, to which category that individual belongs. The constant
oscillation of social identity between virtual and actual, due to the continuous
changes of situations, forces the subject to redefine her social identity when she
suffers stigmatization. Stigma is a personal attribute (physical or cultural), such as

mental illness, homosexuality, skin colour, handicap or religion, whose
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examination arouses in the other individuals a strong doubt about the social identity
of the subject, determining the predominance of the virtual component over the
actual one. For his part, the stigmatized individual always tries to control the
difference between the two components of his identity or to hide the elements that
could cause the stigma, forestalling any action that could be frowned upon and
hinder integration.

The identity of a subject is redefined, therefore, through the systems and
interaction techniques implemented in a situational manner. It follows, according
to Goffman (1959), that the roles played and interpreted by each subject in the
various social contexts and situations are nothing more than a dramatic effect
emerging from a scene. As a scholar of interactions, Goffman defined the scripts as
recurring “sketches” of interaction that generically define the essentiality of the
actors’ roles. In other words, this notion refers to a structure suitable to describe an
appropriate sequence of actions in a given context. The scripts are therefore
complex structures of knowledge on an ordered succession of actions and define
situations that have become known by experience. The use of this form of
knowledge does not require specifications, nor explanations about what is done. In
everyday life, the most effective method that individuals implement to better
manage situations is that of environmental interpretation. This happens through
recurring schemes (conceptual representations of single objects) and scripts
(conceptual representations of events and social relations) that generically define
the essentiality of the role of the actors in a relationship.

Goffman, often considered Mead’s successor, has mainly addressed micro-
processes of interaction between the I (self) and the Other, focusing particularly on
face-to-face ones’. If these interactions have motivations intrinsic to some

preconditions of social life!’, what provides indications on the status of the

% This type of interaction can be defined in the strict sense as what transpires only in social situations,

i.e., in areas in which two or more individuals are physically in the presence of each other’s response

(Goffman, 1967).

10 There are many reasons why individuals establish social interactions, in each other’s presence,

inevitably valuing public visibility.
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individual or the character of social relations is neither their aspect nor the set of
forms through which they are made explicit that, but information and the factors
independent from what individuals are. Thus, in all social relations, the social
position of the individual depends on the participatory structure, which can change
depending on the context, as the latter influences the subjective attitude of each
participant in the interaction. This gives rise to various kinds of social relations:
formal or informal, spontaneous or planned, symmetrical or asymmetric, altruistic

or egoistic, etc.

4.4.3. The relationship between social system and lifeworld

The classical sociological approaches have allowed us to highlight the central
problem of the processes of integration and social order, especially regarding how
the external (objective) reality is transformed into an internal (subjective) reality. If
for functionalism and conflictualism this reality is given — therefore, imposed — for
interactionism it is placed in a communicative and intersubjective perspective.
Emphasizing intersubjectivity and communication means recognizing the
individual’s capacity not only to share but also to re-elaborate and transform reality
and therefore to construct new meanings to be shared. Objective reality seeps
through the individual, who initially perceives it as unique, but at the same time
develops that reflective capacity (May and Perry, 2017) which allows her to
consider external reality as relativized and therefore no longer as the only one
possible worldview. It is, therefore, necessary to try and redefine the paradigms: the
micro and macro-dimensions of social action must receive the same attention.
Sociology is not conceivable if it does not integrate the actor and the contexts within
which the actions take place. It is essential to switch from the order of explaining
(erkldren) to that of understanding (verstehen), and the search for the reason for the
manifestation of socio-cultural phenomena should no longer refer to a cause, but a
meaning.

In such a complex scenario as the contemporary society, in which relations (at

different levels) are paramount for socio-cultural phenomena — and therefore also
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for decision-making and action processes — the meso dimension of analysis,
addressing the relations between social system and lifeworld, allows overcoming
the macro (structure) and micro (social action) opposition. Due to its relevance for
the present work, we will examine Archer’s morphogenetic theory (1979; 1987;
1988; 1995; Donati and Archer, 2015), which claims the simultaneous presence of
multiple factors and levels in the process of defining the goals and characteristics

of the social systems that implement them. Indeed, she argues that

the crucial linkage to make and to maintain is not between the ‘micro’
and the ‘macro’, conceived of as the small and impersonal in contrast
to the large and impersonal, but rather between the ‘social’ and the
‘systemic’. In other words, systemic proprieties are always the (‘micro”’)
context confronted by (‘macro’) social interaction, whilst social
activities between people (‘micro’) represent the environment in which
the (‘macro’) features of systems are either reproduced or transformed
[...] Two implications follow from this. Firstly, that the central
theoretical task is one of linking two qualitatively different aspects of
society (the ‘social’ and the ‘systemic’, or if preferred ‘action’ and its
‘environment’) rather than two quantitatively different features, the big
and the small or macro and micro. [...] The second implication is that
if the misleading preoccupation with size is abandoned, then the
linkages which need forging to account for the vexatious fact of society

are those between the ‘people’ and the ‘parts’ of social reality (Archer,

1995, pp. 11-12).

In this way, the relationship between individual and society assumes a multi-
dimensional connotation, falling within the morphogenetic theory in which the
macro emerges from the micro, and conditions it by retroacting on it (cycle). The
two elements cannot be studied separately, or made to prevail one over the other,
since structure and action constitute different levels of stratified social reality, each

with specific and non-reducible characteristics.
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In the morphogenetic approach, processes depend on the interaction with the real
world; therefore, the systems must be studied for their actual shape (morphogenetic
cycle!!) rather than for how we would like them to be. In the present work, we will
apply the morphogenetic cycle, which in its general form is characterized by
structural conditioning, socio-cultural interaction, and structural elaboration, to
altruism.

Starting from the assumption that the cultural system is the fruit of human action,
and that once it reaches its autonomy it influences future generations, we want to
emphasize the importance of the interactions between the subjects (within the
morphogenetic cycle), connected with both cultural conditioning (structural
arrangement of the cultural system), and the resulting processing towards its
confirmation (reproduction) or change (innovation). This shows that processes can
deliver expected or unexpected results, and those of the processes of interaction
have several directions. When analysing positive actions, we should therefore
understand “where they come from” and “how they work”, linking (meso analysis)
their becoming a system (macro analysis) with interactions (micro analysis).

This multidimensional vision allows us to observe the elements of a socio-
cultural process, but above all the relationships formed between them, overcoming
the traditional visions that kept these levels separate. It is necessary to combine the
system (objective dimension) with individuals (subjective dimension). The
objective aspects must be combined with the subjective ones, taking into account
all the dimensions, levels, and factors involved in the socio-cultural process
considered. This process leads to the constitution of the “social subject” since it
implies exchange between individuals by activating communication processes,
rather than by closing oneself towards the other. It is not born to satisfy private or
corporate needs but is connected to sociality and citizenship. These definitions of
socio-cultural processes entail that their analysis must consider their characterizing
multidimensionality and multifactoriality. Each process, regardless of its context,
presupposes the knowledge for the construction of reality, and this is even more

necessary in an ever-more complex scenario where actions are less and less precise

1 The cycle represents a temporal sequence because the structure always precedes the action and its

outcomes in the form of reproduction or innovation.
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due to continuous changes. In other words, the socialization process is paramount,
because it influences the relationship between individuals, and between individuals
and society, in an attempt to construct an identity that is as social as possible while
taking into account the role played by individuals. This shift privileges the relational
spaces within the socio-cultural processes, which become an important factor for
the recognition of identity through and within the relational investments of
individuals. Identities are built in an environment with its places, times, and
symbols. These three features are preeminent for the cognitive processes of self-
signification that individuals activate and implement in and on their everyday life
experiencestarting from primary socialization. Identities are ever-moving realities,
with structuring and de-structuring dynamics, the result of a continuous process of
socialization that allows for the construction of individuality, but also of an
individual inclined towards the community (social subject).

Considering the above, the study of altruism or, in general, of positive actions,
cannot entail mere simplistic analyses within the sociological field. Individual
activities appear only with the expression of a need to be satisfied and in relation
with others: the multidimensionality and multi-contextuality of everyday life
impose an interdisciplinary analysis. The reality experienced by every individual is
built daily through a process of socialization which is learning and internalization,
but also externalization and objectification (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). These
phases sketch the basic process of self-structuring, which represents the link
between society and the individual. This process must ensure, on the one hand, the
integration and adaptation of individuals, and on the other, the maintenance,
development, and updating of knowledge that allows civil coexistence, social

inclusion, and the right degree of competitiveness in the economic and work world.
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CHAPTER V

THE INTELLECTUAL LEGACY OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES

5.1. Auguste Comte and the term “altruism”

From the 18th century, a new and complex reality emerged because of the great
transformations that were taking place in Western society. Consequently, a vast
repertoire of behaviour previously falling under the domain of moral authority
(clergy or army) or attributed to individuals, took on forms of autonomy detached
from the previous subordination, albeit as yet not with full awareness. Society, and
particularly individual behaviour, broke the bonds of tradition, and the analysis and
study of social phenomena were brought back to the experience of the individual
within a dense network of relationships: the homo sociologicus was born.

In light of these transformations that were affecting the whole of society, we
decided to begin our reflection on the “altruism universe” and the intellectual
heritage that we received, by examining Auguste Comte’s work, in which we can
find one of the first attempts to formulate generalizing laws for the development of
society. These laws are the expression of an immanent order of the phenomenal
reality of society, in transformation.

As the readers should by now have clear, the word “altruism” is one of the two
terms coined by Comte that in later times have become paramount for the
development of social sciences — the other word being, obviously, “sociology”.
Comte had also coined other terms such as “sociocracy” and “biocracy”, but these
have not found proselytes or become widespread like the other two. From its birth,
although with ups and downs, the term altruism has become an analytical construct
for the social sciences.

To understand why Comte considered altruism superior to egoism, it is necessary
to outline the theoretical and social context (Coser, 1977) framing this thought. The

latter then became the core idea in Comte’s project of a “Religion of Humanity”
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(Comte, 1858) that was to direct and accompany the improvement of modern
society, no longer under the influence of religion or the army. The humanity of
which Comte speaks includes many individuals of all generations, but it does not
contain all of them: it excludes those defined as “parasites” and “criminals” because
they have not passed on to the next generations what was transmitted to them.
Therefore, only those men who have cooperated and worked for human endeavour,
and to whom we are in debt, are part of it.

The concept of altruism appears on the scene of the transition to modernity
because of the need for a new moral guide for the budding society. Comte leaves
open the question of when and to whom to be altruistic, but he makes it clear that
individuals can be altruistic or pursue their self-interest. In this way, Comte allowed
for pro-social behaviours linked to altruism to be motivated by selfish interests.

Comte's main objective was to create a new science — the science of society, first
“social physics” and then “sociology” (the new positive science) — that, along the
lines of the natural sciences, could explain the previous development of society and
predict its future. This new science was considered the most complex and dependent
on the evolution of the other ones, which is why Comte places it at the highest level
of the hierarchical scale of sciences. It also employs all the tools used by the
sciences that precede it in the hierarchical scale, while also paying attention to the
historical method.

The studies of the new positive science are based on the social order and on the
elements that determine the stability within this system; therefore, the cornerstones
of this new system are the social statics and the social dynamics, that is, the study
of all the elements that produce stability or change for society. Statics and dynamics
come together in a single direction of analysis focused on the mutual relations
between the elements within a social whole that must be balanced. When this does
not happen, according to Comte, we are faced with a pathological condition (crisis).
The elementary unit of this social group is not the individual but the family, since
it forms tribes, communities, and nations. And it is within the family that, according
to Comte, the natural egoistic tendencies of human beings are mitigated and
oriented towards social purposes rather than mere individual self-interest. Together,

the families constitute the society that is bonded not by physical ties, as in nature,
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but by spiritual ties in which language and religion are two essential elements for
cohesion (solidarity and consensus). Comte adds the division of labour to these two
constructs, considering it a further instrument to strengthen human solidarity as it
can make individuals aware of their dependence on others — although some aspects
of the division of labour in industrial society were considered unfavourably.

The new science laid its foundations on reasoning and observation as the only
legitimate means of acquiring knowledge. The latter, in turn, had to translate into
social utility for the improvement of the human condition. As Comte argued, the
fundamental problem of human nature is the subordination of Egoism to Altruism,
and an important role in this subordination is played by the social sciences, or rather
by sociology, whose task is to identify the laws that govern society, as the natural
sciences do for nature. According to the French Scholar, social actions are neither
arbitrary nor fortuitous: individuals tend to pursue their interests in a society
founded mainly on the Hobbesian motto Homo homini lupus, and laws help
individuals set limits to their actions. At the same time, individuals understand that
they can modify the course of social laws for the pursuit of their interests. The new
positive science that used observation, experimentation, and comparison as tools to
explain the laws and perturbations of society had therefore the task of teaching men
to look at things not in an absolute way but relative terms. Relativity rejects all-
encompassing social solutions (considered to apply to all societies, regardless of
their characteristics) and is based on the conviction that every solution must be
adapted to the concrete state of the society to which it refers. Comparisons in the
sociological field become important because they allow researchers to examine and
juxtapose the state of society in different parts of the world. This is necessary
because even though humanity has essentially planned its development in overall
the same way, this has been achieved unevenly throughout the world. Not all
societies have reached the same states, nor have they reached them at the same time.
We thus also need a historical outlook on this evolution.

And it is precisely on this evolution that Comte conceives its Law of human
progress or Law of the three stages according to which humanity has evolved
through three main consecutive stages, in which the next stage is reached only by

the destruction of the previous one. The same process affects the organizational
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system of society, as well as the system of ideas, alternating “organic” periods
(balance) and “critical” periods (imbalance). The three stages are divided into the
theological stage, dominated by priests and the military (Antiquity); the
metaphysical stage, dominated by clergymen and jurists (Middle Ages and
Renaissance); and, finally, the positive stage, governed by industrialists and moral
and scientific guides (Modernity). The predominant factor in this development is
undoubtedly what Comte defined as “intellectual evolution”, although we should
not forget the influence of many other factors in the evolution of humanity.

Comte's reflections must be included in what he defines as the “normative
theory”, which is also the most interesting for the present considerations. He
believes that the development of a positive society should be spearheaded by
industrialists and sociologists because, possessing superior knowledge, they act as
guides for the rest of humanity — as did the priests and the military in the past.
Science is — or should be — positive knowledge, that is, a knowledge that forswears
the study of causes, focusing instead only on the verification of phenomena and
their relations, building general laws to make science pragmatic for social
objectives. Positive knowledge is the perfect form of knowledge, hence its
placement in the third stage (positive stage) identified by Comte.

In the eyes of his contemporaries, Comte appears — willingly — as the prophet of
a new religion, transforming philosophy (the new positive science represented by
sociology) into religion, and is so convinced of it that he writes The Catechism of
Positive Religion (Comte, 1858) which introduces the term ‘“‘altruism”, which
should have overcome the egoistic behaviours until then dominant in society. This
new society is characterized by its orientation and regulation towards the common
good, with great associative spirit and altruistic feeling; the latter also becomes a
religious feeling, having Humanity as its new god. Altruists selflessly aim their
actions at other people’s good. The new positive order, in Comte’s words, will have
“Love as a principle”, “Order as a Base”, and “Progress as an Objective”. In this
way, individuals will be full of love for their fellow human beings.

The evolution of altruism entails the subordination of self-love to the love for
others and the satisfaction of their needs, as a source of well-being for the individual

and society. Altruism can overcome selfish instincts (Comte believed that some
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inclinations of human beings — including egoism and altruism — came from specific
areas of the brain) only if it is paralleled by the rational capacity of human beings
to negotiate within the system of needs by mediating between individual needs and
social needs. In this logic, intellect and rationality function best at the service of
human needs when they do so through the practice of altruism. Altruism, therefore,
combined with rationality and intellect, pays attention to the freedom of others to
compete for their existence and individual realization. Since individuals are limited
by other people’s freedom —the freedom of each is built not at the expense of others
but on their freedom — it is imperative to complete individual freedom by devoting
oneself to others. Individuals are a pure abstraction if they are not conceived in
these terms in the social system. One way to achieve salvation is to act according
to the spirit of brotherhood and a feeling of duty.

And it is precisely on this moralistic vision of altruism, which Comte would like
to become universal for humanity, that the French scholar dwells in his last works.
His main assumption went against the idea of egoism and altruism held by the
Catholic Church. The latter, predominant until then, posed human nature as selfish
and stated that positive actions toward others existed only as gifts from the divine
grace, whereas modern biology was demonstrating that altruistic inclinations were
innate in the human species. On these biological foundations, Comte bases his idea
of the social system, even considering it one of the two most important discoveries
of modernity, together with Nicold Copernico’s heliocentrism (Dixon, 2012) to the
point of stating that positivism alone finally establishes a correspondence between
theory and practice, relying mainly on the discoveries of modern science on the
natural existence of altruistic instincts.

For Comte,

The individual must subordinate himself to an Existence outside itself
in order to find in it the source of his own stability. And this condition
cannot be effectually realised except under the impulse of propensities
prompting him to live for others. The being, whether man or animal,
who loves nothing outside himself, and really lives for himself alone, is

by that very fact condemned to pass his life in a miserable alternation
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of ignoble torpor and uncontrolled excitement. Evidently the principal
feature of Progress in all living things is that the general consensus
which we have seen to be the essential attribute of vitality should
become more perfect. It follows that happiness and worth, as well in
individuals as in societies, depend on adequate ascendancy of the
sympathetic instincts. Thus the expression, Live for Others, is the
simplest summary of the whole moral code of Positivism” (Comte,

1851-1854, I, pp. 565-566).

The “Religion of Humanity” is not pure worship but aims at organizing social
life. Thus Comte, in his last works, returns to the germinal — political — problem:
finding a solution for a state of crisis by trying to identify the laws that govern
change and development in society. Once these laws are identified, it is possible to
intervene, modifying the very structure of society. From these motivations began
the birth of the new positive (sociological) science which, not by chance, Comte
placed at the top of the hierarchy of sciences, not only for historical reasons (it was
the last one to be born) but because this science had as its object of study the most
complex one, society.

This aspect of Comte's religiosity was considered a minor part of his vast
theoretical system and given scant weight. And the French scholar indeed faced
plenty of criticism, particularly from Spencer who refused the assumptions on
which he had founded all his theory aimed at establishing a “Religion of
Humanity”. Comte’s “Religion of Humanity” had no other purpose than to make
the social sphere sacred, because he was convinced that only the social man (homo
sociologicus) could exist. I will not join this debate, my purpose being purely to
highlight the greatest contributions to the development of altruism as an analytical
concept for the social sciences. Synthesizing greatly, it can be said that Comte —
whose thinking has affected much of the development of systems of ideas from the
Enlightenment onwards in the Western world, regardless of their sharing —
theorized that human altruism is natural, an instinct similar to egoism. They differ

particularly for one aspect, the latter tending to the conservation of the individual,
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while altruism is oriented to the conservation of the species sometimes playing a

major role in the maintenance and social development of mankind.

5.2. Emile Durkheim and social solidarity

With Emile Durkheim’s work, the history of sociology reached a fundamental
stage. He intended to build a social science that could act as solid foundation for
public action. At the same time, he was well aware that sociological research had
not made progress enough to allow this new discipline to be the basis of new
policies.

The approach of this French scholar — the natural father of sociology — presents
a strong element of innovation compared to moral statistics, which in that historical
period represented the positivistic mainstream. According to Durkheim’s approach,
the social order (structure or system) is the essential prerequisite for individual and
collective action: the whole explains the parts. Human beings, only if and to the
extent that they are inserted (integrated) into a system or belong to a structure,
become social beings (“social actors”). Individuals regulate their behaviour in
groups and society according to a complex system of norms that are consciously or
unconsciously internalized, that is, they become an integral part of each. Given the
theory in these terms, the functions of reproduction and persistence are highlighted.
These functions are carried out by inculturation, education, conformity to norms,
the combination of role expectations, in a society in which the constitutive element
is supposed to be the consensus around values.

This difference between individual and social is outlined in dualistic contrasts:
organic solidarity vs. mechanical solidarity, altruism vs. egoism, social fact vs.
psychic fact, collective representation vs. individual representation, sacred vs.
profane, social order vs. anomie. These contrasts are paramount in the explanations
of many socio-cultural phenomena and of society in general. For example,
Durkheim, through the opposition between altruism and egoism, explains the
foundations of social solidarity in modern society and defines its implications in the

book Suicide (Durkheim, 2005) published for the first time in 1897, identifying
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what will later become the main typology of suicide by contrasting altruistic suicide
with egoistic suicide. And it is precisely the theme of social solidarity that
permeates Durkheim’s entire work, as he considers it to be the element that binds
and integrates individuals fo and into society. Indeed, its absence determines what
Durkheim will call social pathologies, such as suicide.

At the heart of Durkheim’s studies, as mentioned above, lies the difference
between individual and social. This dualism is outlined through contrast throughout
the whole of the French sociologist’s work (organic solidarity vs. mechanical
solidarity, social fact vs. psychic fact, etc.). Among these is the contrast between
altruism and egoism, expressed in the juxtaposition between altruistic suicide vs
egoistic suicide. Since the beginning of the last century, Durkheim’s book (2005),
Suicide, lies at the basis of all studies dealing with suicide. It is considered the
“classic” text for an empirical approach to the study of this phenomenon since its
first publication in 1879. According to Durkheim, suicide must be considered a
social phenomenon and not an individual one. This is the work in which Durkheim
proves more strongly that the new budding sociological science could study such a
specific and individual problem as suicide, and provide, after careful analysis of the
data, conclusions that can contribute to the explanation of this complex
phenomenon.

In this study, Durkheim does not consider suicide as a mere individual act. On
the contrary, following the line laid down in his other works, he wants to highlight,
with empirical data, the predominance of social actions over individual ones. At the
centre of his treatise, therefore, is not the act of suicide or the individuals who
perform it, but the social conditions that determine it.

In Durkheim’s theory, sociology must identify and eliminate the potential
divisions within society before they create discomfort among its components.
Furthermore, it must guide the subjects, leading them to plan their behaviour in a
society that is increasingly functionally differentiated.

The French sociologist is therefore not interested in the way in which an
individual decides “in full awareness” to end her life. An individual can decide to
end her existence in a non-violent way (for example, by refusing food), but,

according to Durkheim’s theory, this behaviour still falls under the category of
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suicide. All the acts that can be traced back to similar factors, well defined and
tending towards the same end, constitute the elements of the same category — in this
case, that of suicide.

Durkheim argues with the moral statisticians who preceded him in these studies,
considering implicit the idea that the causality factor is exclusively social and not
extra-social as they claimed. In the first part of his work, he goes so far as to refute
the statements of these scholars about the reasons determining (or not) suicide. He
does not explain the high suicide rates through natural phenomena (natural-telluric,
climatic-seasonal, etc.), nor does he consider them a consequence of mental
pathology. If the tendency to suicide, by its very nature special and defined, were a
variety of madness, it would be partial madness and limited to a single act. A so-
called “suicide madness” would be a “monomania” — and, indeed, that is how it has
often been qualified.

It follows that the action of an individual is influenced by her environment, and
this is true also for gestures as dramatic as suicide. Taking this position to the limit,
Durkheim goes so far as to argue that the causes of suicide are to be found in the
balance of two pairs of opposing moral forces (egoism-altruism and anomie-
fatalism) resulting from the combination of two variables: intégration (integration)
and réglementation (regulation). He opposes any form of individualism through the
concept of social order! understood as the moral balance of society resulting from
the combination of these last two variables. Durkheimian sociology, therefore,
states the primacy of the social over the individual. By stating that society has a
higher value than the individual, Durkheim wants to make it understood that society
can only be explained through social facts and it is by observing the characteristics
that these social facts assume in society that he gives shape to his typology of
suicide, based on the different degree of dependence of the individual on society
(egoistic, altruistic, anomic, to which he adds a fourth type, fatalistic). The four
types of suicide trace this act back to the individual’s bond with society, which is

the common substratum, even if these types are different from each other.

! The social order is subordinate to integration — a concept very dear to Durkheim. This integration

is based on sharing and consensus around factors (beliefs, rules, values, etc.) that are thus

consolidated and transmitted to become common.
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“Egoistic” suicide results from poor integration of the individual into the social
groups to which he belongs. This is the case when the individuality of the subject
prevails over the community. Durkheim highlights these characteristics by
analysing suicide rates in three social groups (religious, family, political) which he
considers paramount for the moral and social order of society. These are the groups
with which the individual interacts almost daily and throughout his life.

The support of the cohesive community prevents self-destructive dynamics.
However, this is true only to a certain extent, beyond which integration acts in the
opposite direction.

What characterizes altruistic suicide, unlike egoistic suicide, is the excessive
integration within the social group, with the total cancellation of the individuality
of the subject, who is completely absorbed by the duties imposed on him by
collective life. This type of suicide can be found, in various forms, even in ancient
populations, such as the suicide of individuals at the threshold of old age. A similar
case was the voluntary death of servants and slaves following that of their masters,
or the suicides of women following the loss of their husbands. These forms of
suicide fulfil a duty towards society, hence why Durkheim defines them as

obligatory altruistic suicide:

The combination of these two adjectives is required to define it; for not
every altruistic suicide is necessarily obligatory. Some are not so
expressly imposed by society, having a more optional character. In
other words, altruistic suicide is a species with several varieties

(Durkheim, 2005, p. 180).

Finding common elements in these two types of suicide (egoistic and altruistic)
can be done only in terms of a flattened vision of life: for suicidal individuals of the
first type there is no world outside themselves, for those of the second there is strong
deprivation of an individual reality. This is even truer if we consider the synthesis

proposed by Durkheim on egoism and altruism:

112



Having given the name of egoism to the state of the ego living its own
life and obeying itself alone, that of altruism adequately expresses the
opposite state, where the ego is not its own property, where it is blended
with something not itself, where the goal of conduct is exterior to itself,
that is, in one of the groups in which it participates (Durkheim, 2005, p.
179).

This definition not only highlights Durkheim’s juxtaposition of two forms of
individual conduct, but also the distinction between individual and society. Indeed,
the dichotomy of altruism/egoism shows Durkheim’s main ontological idea of
society: its primacy over the individual. According to Durkheim, altruism and social

solidarity are indistinguishable. As Bykov stated,

The idea of altruism in his [Durkheim’s idea, editor’s note] conception
is almost indistinguishable from the idea of social solidarity as the
emphasizes the formula ‘Everywhere that societies exist there is

altruism, because there is solidarity’ (2017, p. 800).

Durkheim’s hope, which also translates into his moral idea of society, is that in
modern society — in which the individual and collective dimensions coexist — these
types of suicide (altruistic and egoistic) will no longer occur.

Anomic suicide 1is the type of suicide Durkheim dwells on the most, because he
considers it the most characteristic of the contemporary world. The basic difference
between this type and the two previous ones is that, while their basic aspect is the
quantum of the individuals’ bond to society, i.e. the degree of integration to the
society to which they belong, anomic suicide is linked to the lack of strong social

rules — hence the term anomie?.

2 The concept of anomie has been analysed, in addition to Durkheim, by other scholars. In particular,
this concept was redefined in the last century by Merton (1949), one of the leading exponents of
structural-functionalism. The American sociologist states that the state of anomie indicates a
situation in which there is a loss of credibility of the norms rather than their total absence. In this

state, the “social actors” find themselves in a condition of discomfort because, since the normative
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The term anomie can be considered as that condition in which forms of
regulation of the relations between the organs (individuals) of a society (organism)
are missing or lacking. Durkheim’s description of anomic suicide is therefore
emblematic: its causes are to be found in the partial or total lack of regulation within
the social groups, which creates disorientation in the individuals. This type of
suicide is found to a greater extent in periods of economic disruption that mimic the
state of society and of the individual himself, who is no longer able to discern what
is possible from what is not. Times of crisis (both in their positive and negative
outcomes) lead to an increase in suicide rates. This statistical variation is justified
by the change in social living conditions, which change the scale of social values
that govern individual needs. This creates an imbalance between what is possible
and what is not possible. Materialism leads the individual to think that there are no

insurmountable limits to his desires. These

are thus unlimited so far as they depend on the individual alone.
Irrespective of any external regulatory force, our capacity for feeling is
in itself an insatiable and bottomless abyss. [...] It has been claimed,
indeed, that human activity naturally aspires beyond assignable limits

and sets itself unattainable goals (2005, p. 208).

To reduce this phenomenon and/or the effects of crises, Durkheim does not
believe in the repression of individual desires, nor coercive actions, but points to
the necessity to rethink the forms of organization of social groups.

In summary, it can be said that Durkheim’s theory of suicide is all based on a
balance of two pairs of opposing social moral forces: egoism-altruism and anomie-
fatalism>. In turn, these find their explanation on two other variables: integration

and regulation, respectively — the main pillars of the central theme of Durkheim’s

values are no longer effective, they lose their references. Therefore, suffering is generated both if
the norms are no longer effective and if they are formally present but meaningless.

3 Fatalistic suicide is considered of second order: its analysis is relegated to a note at the end of the
chapter on anomic suicide. The scant relevance of this type of suicide in French literature is most

likely due to the similarity of theoretical concepts between altruistic and fatalistic suicide.
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sociology. The latter aims to reach the social order that is subordinate to integration,
which is, in turn, based on sharing and consensus around factors (beliefs, rules,
values, etc.) that are, for this purpose, consolidated and transmitted to become
common (collective consciousness). This allows Durkheim to oppose all forms of
individualism in favour of asocial solidarity that sees transformed from mechanical
solidarity of communities to organic solidarity of modern society.

Durkheim’s methodological innovation is therefore substantial: he separates the
individual from the social. This approach will then become the paradigm of
reference of sociology with Parson’s functionalism (Parsons, 1949). The social
takes precedence over the individual, the organic solidarity over the mechanical
one, the collective representations over the individual ones. Collective
representations acquire meaning through the institutions: the constant against the
variability of individuals. Society cannot be explained through individual actions
and motivations, but through external and constricting social facts that creep into
individual consciousness (substratum of individual representation) constituting
collective consciousness (substratum of collective representations). For Durkheim
— as mentioned above — even phenomena typically considered individual, such as
suicide, have a social determinant.

Among the many commentators on Durkheim’s work on suicide, Talcott Parsons
(1949) tries to reconstruct Durkheim’s typology in another of his works: The
Division of Labor in Society (1960). Parsons starts addressing Durkheim’s typology
by considering altruistic suicide as a direct consequence of mechanical solidarity

due not to the similarity between individuals but their subordination to the group:

Altruistic suicide is a manifestation of a conscience collective which is
strong in the sense of subordinating individual to group interests, and
which has the particular content of a low valuation of individual life

relative to group values (Parsons, p. 330).

Egoistic suicide, on the other hand, is characterised by organic solidarity, which
tends to enhance the value of individual personalities. For Parsons, egoism is the

reflected representation of the cult of the individual, rather than stemming from
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collective or common conscience defined as “The totality of beliefs and sentiments
common to average citizens of the same society forms a determinate system which
has its own life” (Durkheim, 1960, p. 79). From this simple definition, it can be
deduced that collective consciousness and representation are independent of the rest
of social life but constituted and reproduced in it. Not believing that egoism can
stem from the transformation of collective consciousness, Parson disagrees with
Durkheim and criticizes his position. He claims, instead, that egoism results from
the reflection of the consciousness of individuals that almost contrasts with the
collective one. The American scholar emphasizes the fact that the various types of
suicide were not born simultaneously. More specifically, he believes that the
concept of anomy, which has evolved during the development of Durkheim’s other
works, was developed after those of egoism and altruism. In summary, the principle
of Durkheim’s theory of suicide, as reconstructed by Parsons, separates anomic
suicide from the other two types: the former is characterized by the absence of rules,
while the others see the pre-eminence of the group over the individual and differ
from each other in the content of the rules.

The emphasis is therefore on the origin of the regulatory power. In the context
of altruistic and egoistic suicide, this is internal to the individual, originating from
the process of socialization and mainly in the phase of the internalization of the
rules. It then splits between collective content (collective consciousness) in the first
case (altruistic suicide) and individual content (individual consciousness) in the
second case (egoistic suicide), while for fatalistic suicide this regulatory power is
to be considered external to the individual. Anomic suicide, on the other hand, is
characterized by the total absence of rules and, therefore, of regulatory power.

It follows that the collective consciousness has a life completely independent
from the individuals, it is almost an external coercion for the subjects, to the point
of attributing negative definition to the action contrasting with the integrity of the
consciousness of a given collectivity.

For Durkheim there is no doubt, that the collective consciousness

has not a specific organ as a substratum,; it is, by definition, diffuse in

every reach of society. Nevertheless, it has specific characteristics
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which make it a distinct reality. It is, in effect, independent of the
particular conditions in which individuals are placed; they pass on and
it remains. [...] it does not change with each generation, but, on the
contrary, it connects successive generations with one another. It is, thus,
an entirely different thing from particular consciences, although it can
be realized only through them. It is the psychical type of society, a type
which has its properties, its conditions of existence, its mode of
development, just as individual types, although in a different way

(Durkheim, 1960, pp. 79-80).

And yet collective consciousness cannot be confused with social consciousness:

As the terms, collective and social, are often considered synonymous,
one is inclined to belief that the collective conscience is the total social
conscience, that is, extend it to include more than the psychic life of
society, although, particularly in advanced societies, it is only a very

restricted part (Ibidem, p. 80).

The collective consciousness represents the vital force of a community, therefore
everything that tends to weaken or diminish this factor disturbs the individuals.

In The Division of Labor in Society (Durkheim, 1960), the French sociologist
uses the term representation. While its definition is similar to that of collective
consciousness, it will not replace this idea. On the one hand, he continues to
consider collective consciousness as the main form of bonding of individuals within
society, as well as the primary explaining element of social cohesion (the element
that produces integration). So much so as to characterize the mechanical solidarity
typical of traditional societies, in which individuals are similar to each other and
share common rules and values. On the other hand, and at least in this work,
representations are considered as a negative element because they often contrast
with the conscience, or they are underestimated against the problem of meaning in

social life.

117



Together with the principle of division of labour, instead, we see the
development of a new type of solidarity (organic solidarity), based on the
recognition of differences and less focused on norms and values.

As the division of labour progresses, the collective consciousness becomes
weaker and, because of this progress, the division of labour becomes the source of
solidarity. Although we should consider this as Durkheim’s juvenile position, in
The Division of Labor in Society he already raises the question that the division of
labour may not even be a normal social phenomenon when the relations between
organs are not regulated because they are in a state of anomie. After all, the
historical period in which Durkheim elaborated his theories was rich in social
changes. The fall of the Ancien Regime and the consequent loss of traditional
institutions had brought collective life to two extremes: on the one hand, the
individual with his needs that, if not satisfied, cause suffering; on the other hand, a
centralized state unable to stop the selfish impulses of individual citizens.
Individuals do not inherently possess a sense of the limit which, therefore, must be
put in place by an external force. The latter can be only society, whose moral power
Is such to be respected by individuals.

These are the reasons why he later changed his position and pointed out that even
those systems that had developed a high degree of organic solidarity, nevertheless
needed a common faith, a collective consciousness, if they wanted to avoid their
disintegration into a cluster of mutually antagonistic individuals, aimed only at self-
assertion (Coser, 1977). Durkheim’s sociology, therefore, envisages the primacy of
society over the individual. The scholar opposes any form of individualism through
the concept of the social order understood as the moral balance of society resulting
from the combination of two variables: integration and regulation. By stating that
society has a higher value than the individual, Durkheim wants to make it
understood that society can only be explained through social facts and that man
becomes an integral part of the social — the organ of an organism — only after
overcoming his egocentric nature. The collective consciousness as it is conceived
by Durkheim transcends social divisions to form the main bond of the community
and ensure its continuity over time. Although it is spiritual, it imposes modes of

thought and action on individuals, and it is actualized in institutions through social,
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moral, juridical or political rules, as well as in religious visions, through collective
beliefs or rituals. The collective conscience arouses representations, again
collective, which constitute the basis of all human judgments underpinning
individual actions. And it is through the latter — the collective representations — that
the primacy of the social over the individual is affirmed once again.

Durkheim’s first true conceptualization of collective representations can be
found in the appendix to The Rules of Sociological Method (1982). However, it is
possible to date, with a wide margin of certainty, the birth of collective
representations as a tool for explaining social phenomena, especially those of
cohesion and integration, with the publication of the essay Individual and collective
representations (Durkheim, 1953), which wants to be a comparative study through
the process of analogy between the laws of sociology and psychology. In its
opening pages, Durkheim states that collective life — like the mental life of the
individual — is made up of representations. We can therefore presume that
individual and social representations are somehow comparable, as they are both in
the same relationship with their respective substrates. In this way, the
representations are seen as phenomena. And as such, the scholar cannot pretend that
they do not exist, since the observation reveals the existence of an order of
phenomena called representations that are distinguished by specific characteristics
from other phenomena of nature. It is contrary to any method to consider them as
if they did not exist.

In this much-neglected essay, Durkheim highlights the autonomy of sociology
from psychology and shows how representations are a novel and untried object of
study, completely original also given the historical period. Individual
representations are considered a psychic phenomenon based on memory and the re-
enactment of memories (where the latter shares with the former only the
physiological state). Collective representations, instead, are independent from
organic connections. They are psychic facts with their persistent reality, and as
representations, they can act on each other. Individual and collective
representations do not lack similarities, if only for the simple fact that both are
representations. Just as the substratum of individual representations is the

consciousness of each individual, so that of collective representations is the whole

119



of society. In the same way as the collective consciousness, therefore, collective
representations (made explicit as the constitutive dimension of social life) are stable
elaborations that repeat themselves over time, are internalized by individuals, but
exist independently of them. These representations are to be understood as
“collective” in the sense that they are shared by all the members of a social group
and are coercively handed down from generation to generation. In other words, the
existence of collective representations is deduced from the reality of individual
representations to which the social fact is added.

The most significant examples of this phenomenon are found in the evolution of
religions. It is not by chance that Durkheim, in one of his best-known texts, The
elementary forms of Religious Life (1995), offers an accurate analysis starting with
an examination of the totemic system of the Australian warramunga tribe, together
with a look at the possible paths for the social sciences and the possible future of
modern Western societies. In this text, we find all the concepts of Durkheim’s
theory, as well as references to collective representations. Indeed, from the
introductory pages, in which he describes the object of his study and his theory of
knowledge, he states that the basis of all systems of beliefs and all cults must
necessarily be some fundamental representations and ritual attitudes that, despite
their different forms, have the same objective meaning and perform the same
functions everywhere. This stems from the fact that the first systems of
representations that man has made of the world and himself are religious. Religious
representations are collective representations that express collective realities.
Rituals are ways of acting that arise in groups and are intended to arouse, maintain,
or reproduce certain mental states of these groups.

The individual ranges between two modes of behaviour (homo duplex): on the
one hand, the individuality of each subject, on the other hand, everything in the
human being expresses other than himself. These two types of states of
consciousness are not only different in their origin and their properties: there is real
antagonism between them, they contradict and deny each other. Men cannot devote
themselves to moral ends without depending on themselves, without crushing the
instincts and propensities most deeply rooted in their bodies. The first is the

“profane” nature of the individual: everything that depends on the body in mental
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life (sensations and appetites) is to be considered profane and inferior forms of
human activity because they favour particular ends. The second is his social or
“sacred” nature, through which man expresses reason and carries out the moral
activities privileging collective ends — thus considered at the top of the hierarchical
scale of activities. According to Durkheim, human duality is only one form of the
division between sacred and profane that is found at the base of all religions and
also characterizes the distinction between individual and collective representations.

In the field of study of social representations, Durkheim deserves the great merit
of having conceptualized them, defining them as forces (and at the same time as
phenomena) that can prompt us to act, although he does not care about the dynamics
connected to them except as regards the spiritual life, since he considers them
natural phenomena. Critics of the French scholar (chiefly individualists) claim that
he ignored the issue of the meaning that individuals attribute to their lives, as he has
long underestimated the concept of representation and neglected the phenomenon
of collective representations. Consequently, he did not give due importance to the
role those collective representations — as expressions of social reality — play within
a community and its cohesion and integration. This has led to Durkheim being given
the label of determinist, perhaps rather approximately, since in his analyses he has
completely excluded the influence that individuals can exert on each other and,
taken together, on society. In Durkheim’s sociology, representations (even though
they present themselves as novelties) are not a specific object of study; rather, they
represent a tool through which to explain society. The French scholar was not
sufficiently far-sighted in wunderstanding the importance that collective
representations, as he had originally conceptualized them, once they had lost their
static nature, would later assume: a paramount role in the processes of construction
of social reality and consequently on the integration of individuals within the
society.

In conclusion, if in the 19" century the prevailing approach to the study of
society was the hard Positivism of moral statistics, with Durkheim, considered one
of the founding fathers of sociology, there is a renewal on the assumption that the
individual is subordinate to society as the latter is a superior organism. Only if they

are integrated into a system or belong to a structure, and depending on their degree
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of integration, do human beings also become social beings (“social actors™).
Consequently, the structure (or system) always comes before the individuals since
it precedes and can explain them. This idea will then become dominant in the United
States with Parsons’ and Merton’s structural functionalism, which will influence all
Western sociological thought for the explanations of socio-cultural phenomena and
the dynamics of change in society, including those related to its integration and
cohesion. The social order is the essential prerequisite for individual and collective
action.

To underline this difference between individual and social, Durkheim in all his
works thinks through opposing dichotomies (organic solidarity vs. mechanical
solidarity, altruism vs. egoism, social fact vs. psychic fact, collective representation
vs. individual representation, sacred vs. profane, social order vs. anomie), each of
which aims to assume fundamental importance in the explanations of many socio-
cultural phenomena and society in general but also, and above all, to bring out the

clear distinction between individual and social.

5.3. Marcel Mauss and the “gift”

Studies on altruism must combine the system with individuals. They must be
able to combine objective and subjective aspects, taking into account all the
dimensions, levels and factors involved in the expression of altruism. This suggests
that its analysis must consider the multidimensionality and multifactoriality that
characterizes it. In this perspective, we propose a reflection on a specific aspect of
society, and especially of the relationships between individuals, that, while recalling
altruism, enjoys its own definition: the gift. We will refer to Marcel Mauss’ classic

work The Gift (2002). In this work, Mauss, citing Boas’ studies on the potlatch?

4 The Potlatch is a ceremony that takes place between Native American tribes on the Pacific
Northwest Coast of the United States and Canada. It is a ritual ceremony, which traditionally
includes a seal or salmon banquet, where the hosts show their wealth and importance through the
distribution of their possessions, thus prompting the participants to reciprocate when they hold their

own potlatch.
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ritual (1897) and Malinowski’s on the kula’ ritual (1922), describes the sociality of
gift in archaic societies.

Steiner (2016) pointed out that Mauss’ contribution extends Durkheim’s thought
while promoting the passage from the stark altruism-egoism opposition to that of
gifts and counter-gifts. Gifting is no longer just for archaic society: it happens also
in modern society with forms and ways usually linked to organizations, which
makes these exchanges more complex and not too far from those taking place in the
market. The gift produces exchanges that are not governed by a contract and thus it
not only allows greater initiative by encouraging creativity, but it also strengthens
social ties. There are at least three differences between a gift and a contract: i) the
gift is free; it is done by choice. There is no obligation for individuals to donate or
reciprocate (lacking any form of sanction, the constraint is merely moral); ii) there
is no guarantee of restitution and therefore the exchange is based on trust and the
evaluation of the receiver of the gift. But if in general terms trust and mistrust can
be considered an expectation of experiences by the individual (with a positive and
negative value, respectively), the former entails a cognitive and/or emotional
burden such as to allow to overcome the threshold of mere hope (Mutti, 2007) and
consider a relationship positively; iii) the gift requires reciprocity, there is no
abolition of debt (as in contracts of purchase/sale). It is exactly the opposite, the gift
induces indebtedness towards the other and the longer the period of repayment, the
more active the link between the two parties is. In this way, there is a shift from an
approach reducing individual action to mere exchange (do ut des) to an approach
focused on the overall interactions between the aspects of exchange and all other

relevant social and cultural variables. The paradigm of gift, therefore, underlines

> The kula is a symbolic exchange of gifts between the people of the Trobriand Islands in Papua
Nuova Guinea. Its participants underwent trips of hundreds of miles by canoe to exchange gifts
consisting of red shells necklaces (soulava), exchanged in a northerly direction (the trip is in a
clockwise circle) and white shell bracelets (mwali), exchanged instead in a southerly direction. The
exchange takes place between different objects: necklaces for bracelets and vice versa. Its
characteristic was that the objects had to change hands continuously and the exchange was

accompanied by a rigid ritualization.
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the importance, positive and normative, sociological, economic, ethical, political
and philosophical, of this type of action.

Speaking of gift in modern society seems like an oxymoron, given the clash
between the idea of a sympathetic and supportive society (solidarity) and that of a
society in which everyone pursues only their self-interest. This binary idea of
society determined also a sort of geographical bipartition: the utilitarian and rational
western society that shuns the use of gifts as a way of building social cohesion or
ties, unlike the other so-called “exotic” societies that are still based on this type of
action. This has prevented scholars from recontextualizing the phenomenology of
the gift and updating it to modern society (Caillé, 1988).

But what were Mauss’ considerations? His essay exposes some fundamental
aspects of the nature of the gift that can also be generally transposed to Western
societies.

The first of these aspects is the “obligatory sociality” of the gift, represented by
the cycle “give/receive/reciprocate”, strongly present in the primitive societies
studied: one must “give” to show one’s power and wealth. The obligation to give is
induced by community and honour bonds: those who cannot find and own objects
to introduce into this circle are excluded from the community. Furthermore, one
must “receive” to guarantee a peaceful relationship (refusing the gift is an offence
to the giver); and, finally, one must “reciprocate” by reciprocating the gift with an
equivalent or better one or again risk offending the giver. But what determines the
last form of obligation (reciprocation)?

According to Mauss, the objects donated and received have symbolic, mythical
and religious characteristics that bind and influence the individual who gives or
receives them. In particular, he referred to the Maoris’ “hau”, that designates, as
does the Latin spiritus, both the wind and the soul—more precisely, at least in
certain cases, the soul and the power in inanimate and vegetal things, the word mana
being reserved for men and spirits. When the received object has a soul and
incorporates the hau, this tends to return to its place of origin; therefore, the receiver
must get rid of it, reciprocating the gift. If this does not happen, the spirit contained

in the object becomes evil.

124



Mauss also stresses how in primitive and ancient communities the “thing” (res)
had a higher value than in modern society. The difference with the past is that for
primitive societies the “give/receive/reciprocate” cycle was useful, not in the
utilitarian economic sense, but in the sense that giving and receiving was in the
interest of both giver and receiver. The individual who shuns the gift is marginalised
from society, just like the receiver who does not accept, or who does not correspond,
offends and undermines the ties with the community of the giver. The gift described
by Mauss in primitive societies is therefore not gratuitous and disinterested: it
establishes a cycle of goods so that everyone has an interest in engaging in its
closure. Not only does the gift determine a form of “credit”, an expectation of
replacement of the gift, but it also determines the “power” of the giver towards the
receiver.

A further aspect is that the gift strengthens and preserves social and community
bonds between individuals, between individuals and the community, and between
communities. The obligation to close the “give/receive/reciprocate” cycle promotes
and strengthens a dense network of social and community relations within primitive
tribes. Gifting is a social ritual that strengthens cohesion as it reinforces the
relationships of all parts of society.

Finally, Mauss defines the gift as a “total social fact”.

That is to say, in certain cases they involve the totality of society and
its institutions (potlatch, clans confronting one another, tribes visiting
one another, etc.), and in other cases only a very large number of
institutions, particularly when these exchanges and contracts rather
concern the individual. All these phenomena are at the same time
juridical, economic, religious, and even aesthetic and morphological,

etc. (2002, pp. 100-101).
The “total social fact” is the theoretical object defined by Marcel Mauss that

most influenced the anthropology of the last century. For Mauss, the “total social

fact” was a powerful tool for the scholar: a basic structure through which it was
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possible to settle and interpret distant dynamics of a different and complex nature,
such as that of the gift.
For Mauss, studying “total social facts” entails several advantages for

researchers:

Firstly, there is the advantage of generality. Those facts that relate to
the general functioning of society are likely to be more universal than
the various institutions, or the various themes that relate to these
institutions, which are always more or less accidentally tinged with
local colour. But above all such a study has the advantage of reality.
Thus one succeeds in seeing the social ‘things’ themselves, in concrete
form and as they are. In societies one grasps more than ideas or rules,
one takes in men, groups, and their different forms of behaviour. One
sees them moving, as one does masses and systems in mechanics, or as
in the sea we notice the octopuses and the anemones (Mauss, 2002, p.

102).

The gift is therefore part of what Mauss calls the “system of total services” that,
involving all social classes and all forms of community life, is both a social and an
economic system. This shows that in archaic societies, unlike modern ones, there is
no separation between the economic and the social-emotional sphere. Mauss, in line
with his demonstration that all sociality based on gifting relies on the search for
interest and profit, concludes his essay with an interesting interpretation of Homo
oeconomicus. According to Mauss, the distinctive character of modern Homo
oeconomicus, compared to those of the archaic man is to be found not in the search
for profit and interest (already existing in primitive societies), but in the
rationalization and technicalization of this research.

Mauss’ work attempts to overcome two widespread paradigms of the social
sciences: utilitarianism (methodological individualism) with Homo oeconomicus
and holism with Durkheimian collectivism. This attempt will then be taken up again

by updating Mauss’ work through a modern interpretation of his study by the
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scholars who founded the MAUSS® (Mouvement Anti-utilitariste dans les Sciences
Sociales). The acronym is not accidental: these scholars wanted to highlight their
esteem of the French scholar (and the strong ideal link with his thought).

The third paradigm is proposed by Alain Caillé (2007) who asks the following
question: what if the gift was the instrument with which men create society? The
gift becomes a promoter of relationships and social bonds because man is not
content to just live in society and reproduce it, but he must actively produce a
society in order to live. Thus, we make a great leap forward in reading the “value”
of goods and services: no longer only “use value” and “exchange value”, but also
“bond value” because the bond becomes more important than the good itself. This
also defines the difference between primary and secondary sociality (Caillé, 1995)
in which the former refers to personalized relationships built over time, while the
latter refers to the relationships developed between functions and not between
individuals. It is easy to find and understand the gift in a primary sociality. In a
secondary one, instead, it becomes more difficult, unless we define the three
dimensions of analysis of sociology: the micro (of the alliance between
individuals), the meso (of the alliance of individuals with groups and groups
between them), and, finally, the macro (of the relationship of individuals and
groups, and groups of groups, with the symbolic totality that they form). The first
level is the gift, with its face-to-face relationship, the second we can ascribe to

associations and the third level is that of politics.

5.4. The Altruistic Creative Love of Pitirim A. Sorokin

At the present juncture of human history, a notable increase of an
unselfish, creative love (goodness) in the superorganic world is the

paramount need of humanity (Sorokin, 1958a, p. 184).

® Among the main promoters of the MAUSS are Gérard Berthoud, Alin Caill¢, Jaques T. Godbout,

Jean-Louis Laville, Serge Latouche and Guy Nicholas.

127



This is the endpoint of Sorokin’s strenuous work. Beyond any form of “prophetic
vision” and all the controversies that followed the above statement, the Russian
American sociologist had an “intuition” synthesizable in the idea that humanity
itself must act for its salvation. Hyper-individualism has led to conflicts between
individuals and groups, whose negative effects reverberate on these same

individuals and groups:

In the twentieth century interhuman strife assumed the catastrophic
proportions of two world wars and many other wars, of endless bloody
revolutions and revolts, not to mention crimes and milder forms of the
“struggle for existence”. At present, due to the discovery of the intra-
atomic secrets and to the invention of Apocalyptic means of destruction,
this moral anarchy begins to threaten the survival of mankind and
especially the continuation of its creative mission. The situation explains
why a notable increase of unselfish, creative love in the total human
universe is the paramount present need of humanity" (Sorokin, 1958b, p.

185).

Sorokin’s attention never deviates from what he described as the indivisible
sociocultural trinity (personality, society, and culture). At this point in his studies,
however, his attention focuses on the individual and her mentality. Moreover,
Sorokin never departs from his idea of sociology as a science engaged in the study
of meaningfull interactions between all the elements of superorganic phenomena.
Sociology should light the way to improve the living conditions of individuals. And
here are the origins of another of Sorokin’s criticisms towards the modus operandi
of some social sciences (particularly sociology and psychology), i.e., being
“negativistic”. These disciplines reveal only negative or pathological phenomena,
without ever pointing to positive and healthy ones.

According to Sorokin, altruistic love is not just a feeling, but a positively vital
force that can push phenomena towards the highest levels of solidarity (social
interaction). Considering this, the terms used by Sorokin since the book

Contemporary Sociological Theories (1928) to qualify the conduct of human beings
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are not “conflicting” and “cooperative”: with a telling choice, he adopts the terms
“antagonistic” (or “compulsory”) and “solidaristic”. The latter term is not by
chance: it is precisely the social responsibility of solidarity that is entrusted with
guaranteeing the safeguard of social vulnerabilities, thus presupposing reciprocity.
The main problem of a constantly changing society is the lack of mechanical
solidarity ties — as per Durkheim. The person’s action emerges as a causal
dependence between her physical involvement and the pressure exerted on her by
the environment. The term “solidarity” therefore presupposes a greater involvement
of all the interacting parties in the social system. In this way, not only do we avoid
neglecting social protections for the more vulnerable people, but we also stimulate
individual energies and autonomous initiatives to strengthen the protection and
safeguard for all people. Applying a solidarity model, therefore, leads to two
important transformations: on the one hand, institutions must assume a control
function by guaranteeing individual freedoms and offering minimum universalistic
protection; on the other hand, there is the multiplication and differentiation of the
individuals involved in the decision-making processes related to collective well-
being goals.

The solidarity form of human conduct, however, will then be replaced by the
“love relationship”, that love considered by Sorokin as “the supreme and vital form
of human relations” which, before reaching this conceptual maturity with the works
produced in the years in to which the activities of the Harvard Research Center in
Creative Altruism’ were raging, had already made its appearance in previous
writings through which the genesis of this concept can be delineated.

A premise is necessary before focusing attention on altruistic creative love: in
Sorokin's theorizations, the idea that individual development is in close relationship
with the socio-cultural organizations of society is never abandoned. The personality

is not merely the result of the conflict between conscious and unconscious (as in

7 This centre was established in 1949 thanks to funding from Mr Eli Lilly and the Lilly Endowment
and aimed at studying — in an interdisciplinary way, through the promotion of research and symposia
— the theme of altruism, analysing its various types, aspects, and dimensions, as well as the effects

on the individual, social, and biological life.
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Freud’s theory), but instead the result of a more complex negotiation between
several aspects. In this regard, Sorokin describes, in general terms, four levels
whose combination leads to the development of the acting personality: (1) the
biological unconscious, unconscious, which is the lowest level and represents
instincts; (2) the biological conscious or the bioconscious, the level in which the
energy of the person’s body becomes conscious and can control instincts; (3) the
sociocultural conscious or socioconscious, which is formed by the ways of
interacting with others, by the personal experiences that are realized together with
others through collective life and that are transmitted from individual to individual,
from group to group, and from generation to generation; and (4) “The
supraconscious level represents the fourth and highest level of psychic activities,
mental energies, and personality. It is the level of inspiration for spontaneity,
originality, and creativity of genius. In the writings of all civilizations it is
designated by numerous expressions, such as ‘the divine element in man’, ‘the
manifestation of divinity’, ‘the sublime energy of Truth, Beauty, and Goodness’,
‘creative genius’” (Vexliard, 1963, p. 167).

The idea of love fits into this theoretical framework as “the supreme and vital
form of human relationship” (love relationship) and as such the ways, forms, and
power of this energy (love energy) are to be studied. This force is likened, for their

similarities, to an iceberg:

Love is like an iceberg: only a small part of it is visible, and even this
visible part is little known. Still less known is love's transempirical part,
its religious and ontological forms. For the reasons subsequently given,
love appears to be a universe inexhaustible qualitatively and
quantitatively. Of its many forms of being the following can be
differentiated: religious, ethical, ontological, physical, biological,

psychological, and social (Sorokin, 1954, p. 3).

These forms refer to the very aspects of love:

a) religious love, refers to the experience of love for God or the Absolute;
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b) ethical love, “is identified with goodness itself. Love is viewed as the essence of
goodness inseparable from truth and beauty” (ibidem, p. 6);

¢) ontological love, is considered the highest form of unifying, integrating, and
harmonizing creative power or energy. This is the “core” of love that makes the
world go round. Without it, we would witness the collapse of the physical,
biological, and social world (D’ Ambrosio, Faul, & Research Fellow, 2014);

d) physical love, refers to love expressed through the unifying, integrative, and
ordinating energies of the universe;

e) in the very nature and basic processes of life he biological counterpart of love

energy manifests itself.

This energy, still little known, and often called the ‘vital energy’ that
mysteriously unites various inorganic energies into a startling unity of
a living — unicellular or multicellular — organism [...] without the
operation of a biological counterpart of love energy, life itself is not
possible, nor its continuity, nor the preservation and survival of species,
nor life evolution, nor life evolution, nor the emergence and evolution

of Homo sapiens» (Sorokin, 1954, p. 9);

/) psychological love includes all the intellectual aspects of emotional, affective
and desire experiences. For its very nature, psychological love is an “altruistic”
experience;

g) social love is the last of the forms identified by Sorokin “on the social plane love
is meaningful interaction — or relationship — between two or more persons where
the aspirations and aims of one person are shared and helped in their realization
by other persons” (ibidem, p. 13).

It emerges that love not only has multiple aspects and forms but also different
dimensions. Sorokin identifies five for which he does not promote a psychometric
analysis in consideration of the fact that these have both scalar and non-scalar
characteristics, however believing that it is possible empirically to find evidence or
testimonies. The five dimensions are now described through the words used by

Sorokin himself: (i) The Intensity of Love:
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In the intensity love ranges between zero and the highest possible point,
arbitrarily denoted as infinity. The zero point is neither love not hate” (Sorokin

1954, 15);

(i1) The Extensity of Love:

The extensity of love ranges from the zero point of love of oneself only,
up to the love of all mankind, all living creatures, and the whole
universe. Between these minimal and maximal degrees lies a vast scale

of extensities (ibidem, 16);

(ii1) The Duration of Love:

may range from the shortest possible moment to years or throughout

the whole life of an individual or of a group” (ivi);

(iv) The Purity of Love:

ranges from the love motivated by love alone — without the taint of a
‘soiling motive’ of utility, pleasure, advantage, or profit, down to the
‘soiled love” where love is but a means to a utilitarian or hedonistic or
other end, where love is only the thinnest trickle in a muddy current of

selfish aspirations and purposes (ibidem, 17);

and, finally, (v) The Adequacy of Love:

The adequacy of the subjective goal of love to its objective
manifestation ranges from a complete discrepancy between the
subjective goal of love actions and its objective consequences, up to
their identity. Inadequacy may have two different forms: (a) love
experience may be subjectively genuine in the loving person, but the

objective consequences of his love actions may be very different from,
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even opposite to, the love goal; (b) a person may have no love
experience or intentions subjectively, yet the objective consequences of
his actions, though motivated by something else than love, may be most
beneficial for others, similar to the effects of genuine love. The first sort
of love experience and activity is altruistic subjectively but not
objectively. The second sort of experience and action is not altruistic

subjectively but is altruistic objectively (ivi).

Although Sorokin referred to the ways and power of love, he made the words
“love” and “altruism” interchangeable during all the activities of the Harvard
Research Centre, as shown in his book The Reconstruction of Humanity (1948),
which accurately describes the different types of altruism.

However, Sorokin does not just describe aspects and dimensions of altruistic
creative love, but considering it as energy, he hypothesizes that it can be produced,
accumulated, and distributed by individuals and institutions.

The Russian-American sociologist identifies five steps through which he can
produce and improve love energy: (1) The Increase of Creative Heroes of Love,
here he refers to the great creators and thinkers (for example, Plato, Dante,
Shakespeare, Mozart, etc.) and the heroes or apostles of love (for example, Buddha,
Christ, Francis of Assisi, Gandhi, etc.) - remember that in the book Altruistic Love
(1950), which is the first work published by starting the activities of the Harvard
Center, Sorokin applies his ability as a social analyst to a study of the characteristic
traits of people who are sensitive to the needs of others and who respond freely with

kind help: the American “good neighbors” and “saints” Christian-Catholic.

(2) The Increase of Creative Heroes of Truth and Beauty, the thinkers
and creators of different fields of science and the arts are great forges
for the generation of some of the components (truth and beauty) of the
highest value (love energy). According to Sorokin, “Among all the
meaningful values of the superorganic world there is the supreme
interal value — the veritable summum bonum. It is the indivisible unity

of Truth, Goodness, and Beauty. Though each member of this supreme
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Trinity has distinct individually, all three are inseparable from one
another [...]. These greatest values are not only inseparable from one
another, but they are transformable into one another” (Sorokin, 1958b,

p. 180).

What is needed is a growth in the love of parts of society: (3) The Increase of
Love by the Rank and File, (4) An Increase in the Production of Love by Groups
and Institutions, and finally (5) The Increase Love-Production by Culture and the
Total Culture.

If these are how to generate or increase love energy, it is not a utopia to think

that this can also be accumulated and distributed (King, 2004).

Love acted as an antidote. Its force created little islands of health amid
great sickness. It is this that gives me hope for today [...]. Some day —
perhaps soon — mankind will learn what individuals have always
known: that love is the only truly creative force in the world (Sorokin,

1958b, p. 17).

In the text The mysterious energy of love (1959) - the year in which the Harvard
Center activities end - Sorokin maintains that although they have little knowledge
of this energy and the methods of production and use of it, they are sufficient to
justify the hypothesis that the “grace of love saints” is one of the three highest
energies known to man (together with those of truth and beauty). These are the
peculiarities that make creative altruistic love a powerful tool for the reconstruction
of humanity, which was falling into a marked sensualism due to the transformations
of its cultural mentality.

The activities of the Harvard Research Center in Creative Altruism allowed
Sorokin to bring to the attention of researchers - albeit with few proselytes - issues
that were snubbed by the social sciences (love and altruism) who were too busy
researching the negative values instead of positive ones. According to Sorokin,
change must start from the rediscovery of the positive values of man and science

acts as a guide also through the overcoming of strictly sensory knowledge models.
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In about ten years of study and research activities at the centre, Sorokin defines a
triadic typology of altruism that is based on self-identification and is distinguished
in early-fortunate, late-matured or late-catastrophic, and intermediary. The early-
fortunate 1is the type of altruist who self-identifies from early childhood with the
value system. They develop loving behaviour because they were born in or belong
to environments that favour altruistic growth. The late-matured, or late-
catastrophic, 1s instead quite different from the former: the behaviour change is due
to a sudden turning point in their life (an event that divides life into pre-altruistic
and altruistic) which consists in the reintegration of the value system. Finally, the
intermediary lies in between the two previous types by accentuating the
characteristics of one or the other. Obviously, not all forms of self-identification
help in transforming individuals’ behaviour towards altruism.

Regarding the Centre's activities, three reports have been published (in English
and French), all signed by Sorokin (1955; 1963 chap. 15, 1995), but each of these
has a different ending but all attributable to the basic idea of Sorokin according to
which social scientists must take a leading role in the social transformations
necessary to “rebuild humanity”. The report published in the French magazine
Cahiers Internationaux de Sociologie ends with the following statement:
“L’humanité se meurt par disette d’amour. Les vastes champs de 1’'univers humain
demandent des jardiniers de cette fleur merveilleuse. Vivos voco!” (Sorokin, 1955,
p. 103). It is interesting to note that this “call” had not the same terms in the two
English versions. In the one published after Sorokin’s death on the concession of
his son Sergei (Sorokin, 1995) and derived from private documents there is no
“call” at all. An exhortation is present — in less categorical terms, but equally clear

and always in Latin — in the account that appeared in the autobiography:

I have devoted some ten years of my life to the study of the ‘mysterious
energy of love’. This study has seemingly added something to the extant
knowledge of this energy. If the results are more modest than I might
have wished, my excuse can be expressed by an old adage Feci quod

potui faciant meliora potentes (Sorokin, 1963, p. 292).
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These different endings do nothing but confirm Sorokin's firm belief in the
potential of the social sciences as a guide for humanity. He even hypothesized a
new applied science that would deal with the promotion of friendship,
unconditional love, and mutual help. The first task of this new discipline is an
accurate analysis of the main aspects, properties and basic forms of altruistic
relationships and love energy, which means that amitology starts from the study of
social relationships and interactions. The application of these assumptions implies
an understanding of the mechanisms by which human beings make their decisions
based on their degree of knowledge of a certain situation. This brings the discourse
back to the problem that Sorokin raised in his essay Integralism is My Philosophy
(1958b) on the construction of an integrated system of knowledge that may hold
together the three forms: empirical-sensory, reason, and intuition. He argues for a
knowledge system able to provide as many elements as possible to understand
superorganic phenomena, to have the opportunity, whenever possible, to foresee
their transformation.

According to Sorokin, transformations must start from the rediscovery of man's
positive values and science is also a guide through the overcoming of strictly
sensory knowledge models. In the case of sociology, it is not only a sociology of
crisis, but a “critical sociology” that does not stop analyzing the degeneration
processes of society but searches for its deep roots by denouncing the negative
factors that determine it.

At the time when Sorokin expressed his “foolish” ideas — as they were then
defined by some of his colleagues (Sorokin, 1955) — and still today while this work
is coming into being, no solution has yet been found for the devastations and wars.
This is because individuals tried to act from the outside, thinking of changing
political and economic institutions without directly intervening on them. These
attempts are destined to fail because, to change institutions and the economic
system, it is necessary to change the individuals acting in these very institutions and
systems. Or, rather, it is necessary to transform people’s way of interacting by
orienting them towards the love relationship that characterizes a free, harmonious,

humanistic, and creative society.
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Sorokin's cannot however be termed “sociological humanism”; instead, we
could speak of a committed “humanistic sociology”. It does not analyse and study
only social phenomena but is a science that, with its peculiarities, contributes to the
analysis and study of the most human part of individuals and society (living man).
The purpose is to contribute to the discovery of human beings as creative and

responsible social actors.

5.5. Serge Moscovici and the elementary forms of altruism

The path we have taken to highlight how the concept of altruism, or similar
concepts, have been addressed by social scientists began with the precursor of this
discipline: Auguste Comte, who coined the term. It is fit that it should end with
another scholar of the European school, precisely the French school: Serge
Moscovici. In his essay Les formes élémentaires de I’altruisme (2000a), he argues
that both altruism and egoism can be considered problematic behaviours depending
on their interpretation which, in turn, is based on the social and cultural expectations
of the society of reference. Moscovici did not try to explain altruism, but rather to
highlight the lack of interest, especially among European scholars, in this
sociocultural phenomenon. His attempt is based on the social representations® that
shape many of the social explanations used by individuals to justify their actions
and those of others.

As shown by the extensive literature (Duveen and Lloyd, 2005; Jodelet, 1984;
Moscovici, 1984), to study social representations, it is necessary to analyse the
relationship between the systems of symbolic relationships held by social actors

(individuals and groups) and the complex cognitive systems of each individual. In

8 In this work we will refer exclusively to “social representations” as forms of elaborated and
interpreted knowledge. However, it should be made clear that there are other strands of study related
to representations: that of “cultural representations” (Levy-Bruhl, 1970), based on what is defined
as the “law of participation” that involves constant mystical participation with the world by
individuals, and that of “mental representations” (Vygotskij, 1978; Kozulin, 2015) that are tools

created by cultures that guide and transform the cognitive work of individuals.
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the flow of daily experience, social actors try to articulate the dialogue between the
individual and society in the concrete context of the existing symbolic relationships
between subjects, groups, and institutions. The process is influenced by
“stereotypes”, “prejudices” and, more generally, “beliefs” (Moscovici and
Markova, 2006). The common feature of all these psychosocial phenomena is that
they express a social representation that individuals and groups build to act and
communicate. Representations, as symbolic constructions influenced by the social
position of the individuals who produce them (Jodelet, 1984), perform the
fundamental function of “conventionalizing” objects, individuals, events, giving
them a precise form, assigning them to a given category and defining them in a
model, distinct and shared by a group of individuals. Furthermore, they are
prescriptive, that is, they impose themselves on us. Representations are widely
shared cognitive elaborations of reality that guide the individual processes of sense-
making. The systems of representations existing in any culture are transmitted and
stem from a long sequence of elaborations and changes occurring over time (Laszlo,
2002).

One of the prerogatives of social representations is that they allow ideas to be
transformed into collective experiences and interactions into behaviours. They
correspond to the “consensual” universe and re-establish collective awareness by
giving it form, explaining objects and events in such a way as to make them
accessible to all and to make them coincide with the interests of individuals. Then,
“the purpose of all representations is to make something unfamiliar, or
unfamiliarity itself, familiar” (Moscovici, 1984, p. 37). The unfamiliar attracts and
intrigues the community, alerts individuals, forces them to make explicit the
implicit assumptions that are the basis of consensus. The fear of losing the usual
points of reference, of losing contact with what provides a sense of continuity, of
mutual understanding, is unbearable. When diversity imposes itself in the form of
something that is not “enough” as it should be, individuals instinctively reject it
because it threatens the given order.

The act of representing (representation) is a means of transferring what disturbs
us, what threatens the universe of individuals, from the outside to the inside, from

distant to close. The transfer is made by separating concepts and perceptions
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normally connected and placing them in a context where the unusual becomes
usual, where the unknown can be included in a recognized category. When theories,
information, and events multiply, they must be reproduced at a closer and more
accessible level, transferred to the consensual universe, defined and re-presented.
To give something a familiar aspect, it is necessary to activate two mechanisms of
thought. The first mechanism (anchoring) strives to anchor unusual ideas, to reduce
them to ordinary categories and images, to place them in a familiar context.
Anchoring, therefore, is a process that brings something foreign and disturbing that
concerns us into our system of categories and compares it with the model of a
category that we consider suitable. Anchoring means classifying and naming
something, it is the rooting of representation in society.

The aim of the second mechanism (objectification) is, instead, to objectify these
ideas, i.e. to transform something abstract into something almost concrete. This
mechanism turns the unusual into usual so that it becomes manifest, accessible,
concrete and, consequently, more controllable. In this way, we shift from the
abstraction of the idea to the concreteness of the image. When an idea enters
everyday knowledge, it is materialised.

As Moscovici (1961; 2000b) has shown, the image of the concept ceases to be
an indication and becomes a replica of reality. Then the notion or entity from which
it is derived loses its immaterial character and acquires an almost physical,
independent existence. What is perceived takes the place of what is thought, and
images become real factors, rather than factors of thought. Thus, the distance
between the representation and what is represented is compensated.

It is ontologically and epistemologically correct to argue, then, that social
representations shape many social explanations, which is why individuals try to
know what is real before wondering why something happens in the way it happens;
they must reduce ambiguity and make the information unequivocal. Social
representations allow the transformation of something unknown, or little known,
into something “familiar”, shifting from the reified universe (characterized by

scientific causality) to the consensual universe (characterized by social causality)®.

9 Tt is necessary to clarify these two concepts. For “scientific causality” the effect is explained a

posteriori, attributing the cause based on theories or explanatory models legitimate and shared by
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Social representations, therefore, have specific content and meaning that differs
from one sphere to another (public and private), from one society to another
(different cultures) and within the same society because of the variety of
experiences and biographies among the members of the community, and as such,
they are paramount for the creation and transformation of content. The processes
that generate the representations are processes of ‘“‘construction of reality”,
understood as that process that allows individuals to continuously create, through
their actions and interactions, a common reality experienced as objectively factual
and subjectively significant. Everyday reality is a socially constructed system to
which people accord a certain order and sequence in phenomena, that is, a reality
that contains both subjective and objective elements, where the former bear witness
to the significant reality of individuals and the latter refer to the social order or the
institutional world as a human product (Wallace and Wolf, 1980). From
Durkheim’s idea of “collective representations” as determined and independent
from individuals, we conceive ‘“social representations” as historical phenomena
constituted and re/produced by individuals who interact and who continuously build
and re/construct daily social reality through processes of signification.

Social representations, therefore, shape many of the social explanations used by
individuals to justify their actions and those of others. This process also makes the
individual-society dynamic understandable: each individual lives within one or
more social structures and knows what they are, but if they have to provide
explanations about them or about the activity of the structures within which they
act, they will certainly refer to their social, mental, and cultural representations,
since they are an expression of reality. It is the idea that the individual has built
himself of society and that persists in time by reproducing itself. In other words, it
is a privileged knowledge that the individual, as part of society, has managed to
acquire through experiences and analyses of his behaviour and attitudes and those

of others.

the scientific community, while for “social causality” both the effects and the causes are directly
related to our social representations that allow to identify and recognize the specific context and the

reality of the situation.
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The theories presented allow us to include Moscovici’s reflections on altruism
in the appropriate reference framework. In his essay Les formes élémentaires de
l'altruisme (2000a), not by chance published in a book titled Psychologie sociale
des relations a autrui, edited by Moscovici himself, he considers altruism not in its
biological or moral aspects — as many authors had previously done, especially in
sociobiology — but as a relationship of individuals and, above all, as a relationship
between individuals and society. And it is precisely on the relationship between the
individual and society that he claims that both altruism and egoism can be
considered as problematic behaviours, depending on their interpretation, which in
turn is based on the social and cultural expectations of the society of reference. The
scholar presents himself as a cultural relativist, not in its negative meaning, which
refers to ethnocentrism, but in its application as a methodological principle
according to which, to escape ethnocentrism, a culture must be studied without
preconceptions and without comparing it with other cultures. Any cultural element,
such as customs, can only be explained in its cultural environment, just as altruism
and egoism can only be studied in the cultures and societies where they occur. In a
society where altruistic behaviours prevail, those departing from this “normality”
are deviant (egoistic behaviour), while the opposite happens in a society where
egoistic behaviour prevails (altruistic behaviour will be considered deviant). And it
is precisely on this principle that Moscovici affirms that altruism can be considered
neither a characteristic of human nature nor an instinct.

He distinguishes the three elementary forms of altruism (participatory altruism,
fiduciary altruism, and normative altruism) based on two orders of principles: a) all
definitions converge on the fact that altruistic behaviour presupposes a non-
egocentric position (self-sacrifice). The problem of finding a definition is typical of
the concept of altruism; Moscovici does not propose his version but refers to
Macaulay and Berkowitz’s (1970) as very close to his own: “as behavior carried
out to benefit another without anticipation of rewards from external sources.” (p.
3). This definition implies that behaviours of this type are universally present and
that they are all independent from external sources, and that those who decide to
act altruistically do so voluntarily. Therefore, there is agreement on the fact that

those who perform altruistic actions do so through a sacrifice of themselves and
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because their interests are directed towards others; b) there is no altruistic
personality because individuals behave differently along the temporal dimension
even in the presence of the same situation. Moscovici comes to this conclusion
when he wonders whether there are “true altruists” or rather whether there is an
“altruistic personality” such as the “introverted” or “authoritarian personality”.
There is no scientific evidence to sustain the existence of an “altruistic personality”,
but only similar conditions that unite individuals (Rusthon, 1980; Futz and Cialdini,
1990), that can be summarized as follows: 1) individuals help others only in certain
situations; ii) individuals are not always in a position to help others; and iii) the
same individuals who in certain circumstances give help may not do so in other
circumstances.

Considering the above, someone cannot be defined as “altruistic”” compared to
someone else, nor it can be said that if an individual has behaved altruistically in a
given situation he will always do so or he will do so in other situations. It depends
on the context, therefore there are no constants in altruistic behaviour. What is
constant, instead, is the fact that altruistic and prosocial behaviour takes place
within a relationship. Hence the three forms of altruism proposed by Moscovici,
which we will try to describe with the help of examples.

The first form is “participatory altruism” (altruisme participatif), characterized
by a strong integration of the members of society and a high degree of division of
labour. The example we will use to better describe this form, however, comes from
the animal world and is that of ants and bees. This is because no community like
that of an anthill or a beehive can best describe the idea of participation in the
community by implementing cohesion and stability. Transposing this image to the
human world, the strong participation in common life remains what causes
individuals (individual or collectives) to sacrifice all their time and energy, and
more rarely their lives for all those involved. For example, altruism towards family
members, the religious community, one’s country, or unknown comrades or
individuals (much more rarely) who find themselves in a difficult situation.
Although Moscovici affirms that there is no “free altruism”, in the case of
participatory altruism he states that exists without the others (altruisme sans autrui)

because it is not addressed to a precise identified subject but the whole community.
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In participatory altruism what emerges is the “us” that binds together the members
of the group, the community or society, and it is for this “us” that individuals are
ready to sacrifice themselves. In this case, altruism is directed at supporting that
bond that cannot be broken for the survival of the group of which one is part,
regardless of the form that the latter may take. In a way, the self is joined with the
other in the “us”, they become almost interchangeable, so much so that we can no
longer distinguish when we are doing something for the other or the good of the
“us”.

The second form is “fiduciary altruism” (altruisme fiduciaire). Starting from the
idea that some animal species also help beings of other species, Moscovici wonders
what human beings seek in a relation of help between them. The answer is
sufficiently obvious: they seek trust. And since the relationship of trust is based on
the relationship in which each party acts in full independence from the other, they
could also be disappointed for lack of gratification. Here is involved another factor:
empathy. The more empathic one is with the suffering and misery of others and the
more fiduciary altruism seems to increase since the sense of responsibility and guilt
often increases positive actions towards others. The fiduciary relationship
(relationship of trust) reduces the distance between ego and alter, and through
empathy, it smooths out the harshness of one’s interests and the feelings that
separate the individual from the social environment of which he is part. In other
words, fiduciary altruism makes it possible to create an intersubjective world and
promotes intersubjectivity.

The last form identified by Moscovici is “normative altruism” (altruisme
normatif) which, if it cannot be understood as altruism in the subjective sense, is
certainly altruistic in the objective sense of action. Moscovici claims this because
he wonders whether it is possible to consider an act of pure altruism one in which
a third factor, i.e., a norm, intervenes. As he then explains, every society and culture
have their system of classification of altruism and egoism, together with a repertoire
of who should or should not be helped in certain circumstances. And this brings the
reflection back to the theory of social representations. Based on the latter,
Moscovici distinguishes two macro representations of altruism. The first considers

it from the point of view of the relationship between individuals (responsibility);
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the second considers it in collectivity in an impersonal way (solidarity). Although
he is aware that this may not be the correct way to study altruism, Moscovici
believes that this is a logically inevitable approach in social psychology. Moreover,
one of the advantages of this approach is to acknowledge that many of our
institutions — social security, insurance, pension funds, mutual societies, etc. — are
institutions of normative altruism. Both are therefore representations centred on
responsibility or solidarity that must be balanced so that the institutions can function
satisfactorily for the social system as a whole. The normative prescription (social
or cultural) to provide help and assistance to those in need is linked to the sense of
responsibility but also to the fact that those who are suffering are not responsible
for their condition and do not take advantage of the circumstance. In other words,
the saying “God helps those who help themselves” turns into “others will have to
help those who help themselves”, and this is seen as an obligation. These processes
offer an idea of this form of altruism that religious beliefs or education have instilled
as a “duty” in the conduct towards others: helping one’s neighbour or defending
someone who is in danger. The expectations prescribe altruistic behaviours and
distinguish those who adhere from those that disobey the rules.

After he describes the forms of altruism, Moscovici tries to draw general
conclusions. Firstly, he believes that forms of pure altruism (an attitude or
behaviour caused only by the motivations of those who act in a disinterested
manner) are unlikely to exist. This is because, according to Moscovici, the
economic principle according to which “we have nothing for nothing” is forgotten
in the analyses, thus believing that we can receive without giving because there is
an obligation of altruism: an individual must do his duty through the sacrifice of his
time and energy in the name of moral rules and social imperatives. Given this,
Moscovici maintains that society holds mixed forms of altruism that can be further
divided into two types: “egoistic altruism” and “altruistic egoism”. The former
concerns those who use their sacrifices and generosity towards others for their
benefit (receiving gratitude or other material/immaterial goods); it cannot be
considered pure altruism because it is based on a selfish principle (that of receiving
something in return and making others feel obliged to repay). The latter is practised

by those who give themselves to others to satisfy their feelings of guilt or
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responsibility (for example, that of a parent who does not spend for himself but his
child). Secondly — stemming from the idea that altruism is linked to the relationship
between individuals and between them and society — Moscovici claims that in
society there are mostly mixed forms of altruism, depending substantially on the
intensity and duration of the relationship and the situation.

However, Moscovici did not try to explain altruism for two basic reasons: first,
because he did not believe that there was an explanation both coherent and based
on observations and, second, because the existing explanations, particularly those
by sociobiology or psychoanalysis, cannot be used without strongly criticising their
assumptions. Rather, he wanted to unearth the disinterest of scholars of social
sciences, particularly French ones, in this sociocultural phenomenon. His attempt
is based on the social representations that shape many of the social explanations
used by individuals to justify their actions and those of others, and it is precisely on

the social representations that his typology of forms of altruism rests.
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CHAPTER VI

BEYOND THE DICHOTOMY EGOISM/ALTRUISM:
“ALTRUISTIC RELATIONSHIPS”

6.1. Altruism and egoism as symbolic-cultural realties

In a scenario as complex as the contemporary society, relationships are
paramount for social phenomena and, therefore, in the processes of social
construal—i.e., in the socio-psychological processes by which individuals perceive,
understand, and interpret the world around them to give it meaning and determine
their actions and judgments. It is necessary — particularly for sociology — to
distinguish between the different levels of analysis (Collins, 1988): the macro,
micro and meso dimensions. The first pertains to social systems and their
organization forms (the object of study are the structure and its systems). The
second deals with social actions and the relationship between individual and society
(the object of study are the individuals and their actions). The third focuses on the
relations between the social system and the life-world, understood as the set of
meanings and representations of culture. It is this dimension that will characterize
our path from this point on.

The representations of altruism and egoism in contemporary society are
constantly changing, in parallel with the transformations of society itself. The
factors causing altruism or egoism are no longer ascribed to human nature but
people’s conduct, freedom, relationships, and associative forms. The attention is
now on two elements of the daily life of individuals: culture and social relations.
With the support of recently developed meso-range theories, I will try to describe
the links between altruism, egoism, culture, and social relations.

Culture is a fundamental dimension of everyday life; it is necessary to

understand it as such in the various situations of the social world. Its study allows
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for sketching paths to improve the relationships and forms of the interactions
between individuals, and between these and other elements of the system.

Culture is far from a static element. On the contrary, it is built and reconstructed
based on a continuous definition process allowing for the identification of shared
values and attitudes that support both structure and actions. And yet, we cannot
forget that human actions are culturally determined and filtered through the
approval of the group of belonging. Culture contains the tools (language, symbols,
signs, etc.) that give [it] meaning, being shared within a context that must then
validate the action, including those in situations considered “altruistic” or
“egoistic”. It contains both the rules that govern the group and the characteristics
that distinguish it, and it is thus crucial for individual action. Culture allows
legitimacy but its intrinsic value does not depend on its usability or applicability.
These peculiarities define the functions of the cultural system, allowing individuals
to “survive” the external environment, promoting integration within the community
of belonging and reducing the anxiety that can arise in individuals for unforeseen
situations or changes.

The symbolic systems used by individuals to exchange meanings and knowledge
are, in fact, a constitutive element of the social context of reference because they
are rooted within the culture and the specific linguistic codes. The development of
further knowledge can only stem from a system of symbols and meanings shared
by a culturally determined community, which, inevitably, thinks about itself and
the surrounding world through such symbols and meanings. Symbolic-cultural
systems are therefore an inexhaustible source of wealth for acquiring and building
the knowledge that allows us to form an interpretative space for the meanings of
the reality that we experience with others. here are no meanings beyond those that
can be traced back to the knowledge shared and consolidated in a specific social
group. Nor, obviously, outside those found in the text or words used by those who
communicate within it. This first reading of the relationship between
altruism/egoism and culture draws a complex scenario. The world and the
individuals are an endless network of relationships based on events that intersect,
overlap, are mutually determined and often contrasting. Defining and processing

the daily chain of events allows the reproduction of “meaning” through “symbolic
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mediation”. In turn, this allows the interpretation as well as the construction of
reality. The dynamics connected to communicative processes are particularly
relevant since it is through them that knowledge is transformed into models of
reality, that is, into symbolic mediation between the intimate aspects of private life
and the aspects of the public life of human beings in their everyday lives. Social
reality, including therefore the construction and identification of what is altruistic
or egoistic, arises not only from the social meanings attributed to a certain
phenomenon (cultural object) but also from the products of the subjective world of
individuals. Patterns of action and human relationships are built according to the
meaning attributed to daily existence; individuals find a world of meanings and
events that become real for them because they are “social beings”.

On these premises, Mary Douglas (1985) states that culture is a “mnemonic
system” that helps individuals calculate the risks and consequences of their actions,
thus shifting the barycentre from the individual to the collective idea. A community
uses its accumulated shared experience to determine which losses are likely to be
most harmful, and which damage can be avoided, by establishing the scale of values
by which the consequences are judged (serious or trivial). Douglas’ general cultural
theory should be seen in the broader context of her studies on primitive thought and
taboos (Douglas, 1966), which are related to the behaviour of modern man in
situations of risk and danger. At the basis of her interpretation is the principle that
“in all places at all times the universe is moralized and politicized” (Douglas, 1992,
p- 4). The concepts of altruism and egoism become key terms to this end.

In modern societies, however, altruism and egoism do not perform the same
function as in pre-modern ones: the replacement of “altruism” with “egoism” is
typical of contemporary society, since the globalization process has established
cultural systems capable of integrating ever-larger communities, within which
individuality and attention to oneself have increased precisely because of (and in
reaction to) the advent of the “world system” (Wallerstein, 1976). In their daily
actions, individuals try to avoid harmful events. To do so, they do not base their
reasoning on precise economic or probabilistic calculations, but rather on
conditions that allow them to overcome the crisis by identifying objectives at the

same time tangible and flexible, often delegating this function to social
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organizations, including the institutions. On these considerations, I will apply the
grid-group model (Douglas, 1970) on two dimensions — precisely those of grid and
group. Although it was created to order and organize the risk-related rationales
adopted by social groups and organizations (Douglas and Wildavsky, 1983;
Schwarz and Thompson, 1990; Thompson, Ellis and Wildavsky, 1990), it shows
potential also for the dichotomy of altruism/egoism.

This model hypothesizes that all societies can be compared by evaluating the
degree of separation between insiders and outsiders and by considering the border
between each individual and the rest of the world. The group can have a strong
sense of belonging - and cohesion - or vice versa. The two extremes of this
continuum are group and individual, respectively. The grid, instead, is the system
of rules that connects each to the others. It refers to all the other social distinctions
and delegations of authority that individuals adopt to limit the interference of others.
The two extremes are autonomy and subordination. Groups are distinguished
between those with a strong adherence to the rules (heavy cultural constraints) and
those with a low degree of adherence to the rules and high cultural autonomy. By
crossing group and grid, we obtain four forms of social and cultural organization,
matched by as many individual attitudes.

The model (Fig. 1) produces along the grid axis — autonomy (-) / subordination
(+) — a continuum of positive actions (altruistic, +/ -), ranging from a maximum to
a minimum value. In the social organizations characterized by egalitarianism, what
prevails is the concept of “Us” — the same “Us” identified by Moscovici (2000a) in
the form of participatory altruism — which allows recognizing Alter based on the
similarity between individuals. Conversely, in the hierarchical ones there is a
dichotomy “Ego/Them” in which the Ego is sufficiently integrated to produce
positive actions, but in a limited form, since individuality is privileged and there is
a strong distinction of roles. On the opposite front, in individualist organizations,
the “Super-Ego” prevails, projecting all actions onto itself. Therefore, there are no
positive actions towards others, but only self-beneficial ones. The entity of these
self-oriented actions is gradually reduced in the case of fatalist organizations
because the “Ego” prevails and there is a sort of reliance on “luck” or “fate”. Further

analysis also reveals a reading along the group axis — individual (-) / community
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(+) — in which the transition from “Ego” to “Ego/Them” and from “Super-Ego” to

“Us” tend to produce an increase in positive actions.

Fig. 1 — Application of the grid-group model to altruism/egoism

(-) EGOISM (+)
GRID (+)
(Subordination)
EGO EGO / THEM
= =
= Fatalism Hierarchism 2}
%) =
o | GROUP (-) (+) GROUP z
-
2 (Individual) (Community) 3
= Individualism Egualitarism =+
SUPER-EGO us
(Autonomy)
GRID (-)

(-) ALTRUISM (+)

Source: Mangone (2020, p. 157)

This being but a model, we will obviously not find such distinct situations in real
life. Nevertheless, it contributes to the understanding of the complex process of
representation of altruism and egoism — which so far continue to be considered
within a dichotomy. Different social organizations produce different ideas of the
world and, therefore, different cultural systems of reference, which become the
frames within which to interpret attitudes towards the other.

Although static, the symbolic-cultural approach allows us to define, through the
general cultural theory, the conceptual boundaries within which we can then review
and redefine the processes of social construal to add more tiles in the composed
mosaic of description and interpretation of the reality of social dynamics related to
altruism and egoism. However, there still are some preeminent issues that must be
taken into account: @) the influence of actions on the objectives of the individual;

b) the community of reference as an integral part (or not) of the objectives of the
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individual; ¢) the influence on the individual or collective good depending on the
type of community; and, finally, d) the type of community that is based on support,
commitment, organization and boundaries defined by its members.

In summarys, it can be said that the cultural approach can help to understand the
way in which actions are perceived, offering a systematic view of the very wide
range of objectives that individuals seek to achieve. In other words, altruism and
egoism cannot be considered a problem linked to the nature of human beings, but
rather a problem of everyday life, for which we should consider the political
implications and positions of individuals against individual and collective

objectives.

6.2. The “altruistic” and “egoistic” relationships

The attitudes and actions of individuals towards each other are therefore
influenced on the one hand, by culture, and on the other, by the indissoluble link
with context and everyday life. Thus, we move away from the search for the cause
of a phenomenon (principle of causality) to focus instead on those overall
interactions (relationality) that Sorokin (1948) had defined as the indivisible
sociocultural trinity (Society, Culture, and Personality).

Having identified the elements constituting the everyday life of individuals, that
is, culture and social relations, we will now turn our attention to the latter. We will
pay attention to the relationality of individuals, in an attempt to overcome the
dichotomy of altruism/egoism by addressing aspects that, in previous studies, have
been little, indirectly or marginally considered.

Our starting hypothesis is the idea that there are no altruism or egoism
understood in a behavioural sense, as argued by sociobiologists or behaviourists,
but that there are “altruistic relationships” and “egoistic relationships”. We will,
therefore, turn to the relationship, particularly to the “relationship in action™: a
relational process that is an interaction between individuals placed in a sociocultural
context. The influence is reciprocal and circular: the context partially influences

the processes and vice versa.
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The passage from the principle of causality to relationality outlines the reciprocal
relationship between the life-world and the social system and represents the pivotal
moment in which attention is paid not only to the individual as the recipient of
decisions but to the individual as a “subject” and active part in relational processes
(Donati and Archer, 2015). Relationships are influenced by the cultural system and
the everyday life and biography of the individual. These aspects were examined by
both Mauss (2002) and Moscovici (2000a): the former referred to the need to close
(exit) the “give/receive/reciprocate” cycle of the gift, while the latter discussed the
elementary forms of altruism. Both point out that these actions are based on the
relationality of individuals. Sorokin focused his concluding studies at The Harvard
Research Center in Creative Altruism on the transformation of human solidarity.
He claimed its replacement by the “love relationship” — that iceberg-looking feeling
(“Love is like an iceberg: only a small part of it is visible, and even this visible part
is little known”; Sorokin, 1954, p. 3) that he considered “the supreme and vital form
of human relationship”.

This way privileges the spaces of the Ego/Alter relationships within societal
processes, since all social phenomena, attitudes, and actions, are built in an
environment that has its places, times, and symbols, which are fundamental in the
cognitive processes of self-signification activated by individuals for the
construction of social realities in their daily relational experience. In his essay Les
formes élémentaires de l'altruisme (2000a), Moscovici argues that the study of
altruism is linked to the relationship between individuals (intensity and duration),
as well as to the situation that they experience. This suggests that the renewed
interest of the social sciences in altruism — or similar forms of relationships — can
be read as an attempt to reconfigure the Ego/Alter relationship starting from the
transformations of society and the “doings and beings” of human beings.

The relationship is therefore the process here analysed. It is this method that
overcomes the altruism/egoism dichotomy, since static forms and terms are
replaced by processes: “altruistic relations”, such as relations in favour of society
(pro-social or hetero-directed), and “egoistic relations”, such as relations in favour

of oneself (anti-social or self-directed).
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For this procedural and methodological order, we chose not to address the
problem of defining the concept of altruism, taking for granted that, although
differentiated, all its definitions agree on some aspects, synthesized by Simmons as

follows:

(1) seeks to increase another’s welfare, not one’s own; (2) is voluntary;
(3) is intentional, meant to help someone else; and (4) expects no
external reward” (1991, p. 3), and previously inherent in Macaulay and
Berkowitz’s definition according to which altruism was to be
considered “as behavior carried out to benefit another without

anticipation of rewards from external sources (1970, p. 3).

Once again, we see here an implicit reference to the relationships between
individuals. Simmons’ items are no less than the basic elements of human
relationality: (1) the presence of an “other”, be it generalized or not; (2) the will to
interact and enter into a relationship; (3) a precise sense and meaning, and finally
(4) the absence of expectations on the other.

In this direction, we will start our reflection from Archer’s morphogenetic
theory (1995). The scholar first gave concrete impulse — despite vast criticism — to
overcome some key dichotomies in the history of sociology (individualism/holism,
structure/agency, micro/macro). Archer claimed the simultaneous presence of
several factors and levels in the process defining the aims and characteristics of the
social systems that implement them. In this way, the relationship between
individual and society is multidimensional and must be read from the point of view
of the morphogenetic theory: macro stems from micro and conditions it by retro-
acting on it (cycle) through certain processes (social or structural conditioning,
socio-cultural interaction and structural elaboration and reproduction). Micro and
macro cannot be studied separately, nor one can be given precedence over the other
since structure and action are different levels of a stratified social reality, each with
specific and non-reducible characteristics. In morphogenetic theory, processes are
dependent on interaction with the real world, so society must be studied for how it

is (the morphogenetic cycle represents a time sequence because the structure always
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precedes action and its outcomes in the form of reproduction or innovation) and not
for how we wish it to be. Starting from the assumption that cultural systems result
from human action and that, once they reach their autonomy, they influence future
generations, the importance of interactions between subjects within the
morphogenetic cycle is clear. These are interconnected with both the cultural
conditioning (structure of the cultural system) and with the resulting processing
aimed at either confirming or changing it (reproduction and innovation,
respectively). This shows that the outcomes of a process, in the case of
relationships, can lead to pro-social or anti-social outcomes, and the processes of
interaction — not going in one direction only — produce emerging effects in several
directions. Applying this multidimensional vision to altruism and egoism means
observing cultural and social systems, individuals, but above all the relationships
that are formed between them, overcoming the traditional visions that kept these

levels and the various elements involved in the social construal processes separate.

Fig. 2 — Application of the morphogenetic cycle

Y (T3) _ X(T)

Structural conditioning

Socio-cultural interaction

Z(Ty)

Structural elaboration
T4 TA
Structural reproduction

Altruistic relationship

Egoistic relationship

Source: Elaboration of the Author
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If we try to draw (Fig. 2) the relationship referring to the morphogenetic cycle,
we can hypothesize that the starting point is the subject (X) who acts towards the
subject (Y) through relational modalities (Z); this characterizes what is defined as
structural conditioning and represents the first moment (T1). The altruistic or
egoistic relationship (Z) is the second moment of the cycle (T2), aimed at the subject
(Y) — the third moment of the cycle (T3) — and it is in this passage, from Tz to T3,
that socio-cultural integration is revealed. All the interacting elements reach Ta,
which represents the moment in which the three elements structurally elaborate and
reproduce the significant interactions linked to a condition that produces or can
produce “altruistic relationships” or “egoistic relationships”.

In reality, therefore, studies on altruism must combine the system (objective
dimension) with the individuals (subjective dimension), that is, they must be able
to combine objective and subjective aspects, taking into account all the dimensions,
levels and factors involved in the social relation. The relationship with reality is
never given and at every subsequent moment (T1-Tn) some possibilities beg to be
explored. This way privileges the spaces of social relations within the processes
developing in society: all social phenomena and attitudes and actions towards others
are built in an environment with its places, times, and symbols. These features are
fundamental in the cognitive processes of self-signification activated by individuals
for constructing social realities in their daily life experience.

After all, the ground on which individuals manifest “who they are” and “who the
others are” is precisely the relationship with the others. On this issue, Dubar (2003)
distinguishes between a biographical identity process (identity for oneself, “who
the individual would like to be” — belonging) and a relational one (identity for
others, “who the individual is for others” — attribution). This dualism must flow into
an identity negotiation (complex communicative process) between who asks for
identity and who offers it. It can be said, therefore, that the dynamics, in the
relationship between those who express pro-sociality and those who receive the
effects of this expression, produces benefits to both parties involved in the
relationship.

This, however, requires individuals to re-compose their identity in a specific

context (social relation). Again, its places, times, and symbols are paramount for
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the processes of self-recognition and hetero-recognition. This way privileges the
spaces of relationships, which become important for the recognition of identity
through and within the relational investments of each individual. This process
implies an “objective transaction” between attributed and assumed identities, which
can lead to a conflict between the stakeholders and the social organizations offering
status, roles, categories and other forms of recognition. The “objective transaction”
involves main identification spaces — places where the “main status”, in Goffman’s
sense (1981), is recognized — within which individuals consider themselves
sufficiently recognized and valued. Being able to “play” with different spaces and
to “negotiate” one’s investments and “manage” one’s belongings is a basic element
of the objective transition. Compared to Mauss’ “give/receive/reciprocate”
relationship (2002) for the gift, which would hypothetically imply an obligation to
reciprocate, we can argue that the exercise of negotiation eliminates the supremacy
(power relations between the giver and the receiver) arising within the relationship.
Negotiation is seen, therefore, as a form of regulation of the social relation and
ensures that the aim to be achieved is not prearranged, but is built during the process
and, even where it is fixed, is never definitive, but subject to further modification

and discussion.

The key point is that ‘giver’ and ‘receiver’ are in a very complex
relationship, which is located in a relational network characterized by
increasing changes in all its elements; moreover, it is too often believed
that any asymmetry in this type of relationship is due to the
communicative behavior of the ‘giver’, who highlights his dominance.
Actually, the differences are more due to cultural factors and identity
construction than to factors intrinsic to the relationship: the distance
between ‘giver’ and ‘receiver’ forms a model of rational organization,
which codifies and finalizes the relationship and that could be defined

as Taylorist-utilitarian (Mangone, 2019a, p. 37).

For this reason, we propose to overcome the altruism/egoism dichotomy in a

relational key: the “altruistic relations” as pro-social or hetero-direct relations, and
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the “egoistic relations” as anti-social or self-directed relations. The social relation
is not a constraint for the individual, rather, it is what promotes the self-
determination of the subject based on reflexivity (May and Perry, 2017). If these
are the general elements of social relations, the “altruistic relationships” and the
“egoistic relationships” present some peculiarities: in everyday life, they are not
“neutral categories” and their results will depend on the type of balance established
between “goals and means”. To clarify, we will transpose for the “altruistic and
egoistic relationships” what Merton (1968) said about anomie: the “altruistic
relationships” and the “egoistic relationships” are a “normal” fact, a consequence
of the pressures of the social structure on its members.

Each society sets limits, through legal and/or cultural norms, to the satisfaction
of individual and collective aspirations, also establishing the legitimate means that
can be used to satisfy them. These limits are perceived as necessary in a stably
structured society, but in an ever-evolving society, there are oscillations of the
limits that create dissonance (Festinger, 1962), a condition that often determines
attitudes the outcomes of which are neither always predictable nor always positive
for all parties involved.

If we recall the two elements that, according to Merton’s theory, constitute the
social system, we can better understand the origin and the directions of these
pressures: the first is the structure (in this case, the cultural system), the second is
the social structure formed by the statuses and the related role functions. For both
these structures there are institutionalized values: the “goals”, aspirations, and
interests of the members of society, prioritized according to the social system of
reference; and the “means” or norms that establish how to achieve the goals. There
is not always the same emphasis between goals and norms, let alone a constant
relationship, despite the efforts of social institutions to maintain a balance between
these two institutionalized values.

People assume individual adaptation patterns (Merton himself proposes a
typology) that vary according to their position in the social structure, as social status
is what sets the opportunities to reach a goal through legitimate means. It follows
that the possibility of an “altruistic relationship” is greater where there are greater

legitimate opportunities to reach the proposed goal. The adaptations used take
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different forms according to how the antinomy between the “goals” set by culture
and the “means” used to achieve them is resolved, or, taking up again the elements
of the symbolic-cultural theory, between the poles of the grid-group model
(autonomy/subordination, and individual/community).

In other words, interacting individuals often find it difficult to grasp the
“meaning” of what happens or is about to happen and this goes together with the
feeling that the attitude to be taken is hazy or unclear because it is impossible to
explain the whole interweaving of the social relation. To simplify, we can divide
the “altruistic relationships” and the “egoistic relationships” into macro-areas. The
first is the area of needs, in which these correspond to the “goals”, while all that
concerns their satisfaction is linked to the “means”. For this area, we must
distinguish the goals of a material and primary nature — Maslow’s scale of needs
(1954) — from the secondary and relational ones: for the former, the resources or
means are well defined, while for the latter the combinations can be multiple given
the numerous elements involved. The second is the area of the tramsaction,
characterized by a situation of “exchange” between individuals through the
relationship and the mutual expectations of demand and capability to respond.
Finally, there is the area of the transition, which includes all those situations
particularly significant for the life cycle of individuals, where each transition is a
goal to be achieved by using means of the primary network of relationships to find

a new balance.

6.3. A proposal for a new model

To sum things up, we can say that altruism, in contemporary society, detached
from the elements that linked it only or almost exclusively to human nature or to
purely economic aspects, plays a role in the daily life of individuals and their
subjectivity that needs further investigation to better explain and understand both
its dynamics and its results. Nevertheless, neither individuals nor communities
always activate the ability to respond to (reflect on) situations that require “altruistic

relationships”. If the term activation indicates a series of processes that emphasize
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the active role of the subject in determining the causes or premises of events and
effects affecting his behaviour, talking of pro-action means recognizing that even
the possibilities of action offered by the social context fall under individual
responsibility. Individuals, therefore, seldom adopt a pro-active position, preferring
a re-active one, which is typical of a situation with little or no social relations from
which descend the processes of reflexivity that allow a conscious and responsible
decision making.

To clarify once again, however, that, we do not believe we should talk of altruism
or egoism, but rather or “egoistic” or “altruistic” relationships, we will try to build
a model based on the elements already mentioned and which characterize both the
symbolic-cultural approach and the morphogenetic cycle. This attempt to
deconstruct or, rather, to break down the relationship is fundamental because it is
impossible to study altruism based only on aspects related to the personality of the
individual. Together with personality, we must consider also the social and cultural
aspects because every form of action that has positive effects, not only on those
who act but also on those who receive it, is nothing more than a form of interaction
and therefore of social relations between two or more parties.

This model is articulating the existing connections between the different and
multiple conceptual categories that allow the construction of “altruistic” or
“egoistic” relations that allow individuals to improve their and others’ well-being,
or only theirs. The reference to the symbolic-cultural approach is mainly due to the
connection between lifeworld and social system — as seen when considering
altruism as a cultural product — favouring the interaction between communities and
individuals starting from relationality.

The social relation produces added value as a reciprocal action of subjects
(individual or collective), from which the order of reality develops (shared social
space). The latter requires mediation between human subjectivity and social
systems or, better said, between the different “means” that the social organization
provides for the achievement of the cultural system’s “goals”. Related to the order
of reality of the social relationship there is the reflectivity, placed as a guide (May
and Perry, 2017), to close then the morphogenetic cycle with processing and

structural reproduction. I will use the term reflexivity without distinguishing it into
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social and relational (Donati, 2011b) because I believe that social reflection is
neither subjective nor structural — nor is it sufficient to produce knowledge about
what we do, think, and experience in a relational context. This latter knowledge is
an emerging effect of the interaction between specific forms of doing and being of
individuals and allows for the consolidation of trust to achieve the construction of
a relationship between individuals in a perspective of hetero-directionality. This
form of reflexivity needs to be articulated in relational reflexivity, which allows
individuals to reflect on themselves and the reality emerging from their interactions
since it goes beyond the powers of individuals or the collective. Hence the use of
the concept of socio-relational reflexivity that keeps together the two aspects of
reflexivity necessary for structural and symbolic mediation between means and
goals, and between the beings and doings of individuals by combining self- and
hetero-perception. This also considers that in the process of social relations it is
necessary to  remember the  grid-group model’s elements  of
autonomy/subordination and individual/collective, that determine different forms
of social organization, with corresponding different forms of recognition.
Socio-relational reflexivity constitutes the T4 time of the morphogenetic cycle,
in which all the interacting elements elaborate and structurally reproduce the
significant interactions linked to a condition that produces or can produce “altruistic
relationships” or “egoistic relationships” based on the production of conditions of
“trust” (Gambetta 1988; Fukuyama 1996) or “distrust” (Mutti, 2007). In general,
trust and mistrust can be considered an expectation of experiences of the individual
(with a positive and negative value, respectively). For the first one, we are in the
presence of a cognitive and/or emotional load that allows overcoming the threshold
of mere hope. Specifically, the relationship of trust is closely linked to the
experiences, positive or negative (aspects related to the “value”), the “conditions of
uncertainty” and the “cognitive and/or emotional load” of individuals. For the
process of building conditions of trust, the relevant aspects mainly involve the
social and individual dimensions. On the one hand, we must highlight the cultural
and ethical changes that increasingly alienate individuals from common and shared
goals and objectives, generated by individualistic and markedly competitive

approaches. On the other hand, individuals experience continuous changes of which
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they often bear the consequence without being their main architects — see Beck

when he underlines the aspects characterizing the individualisation of human life.

This concept implies a group of social developments and experiences
characterized, above all, by two meanings. In intellectual debate as in
reality these meanings constantly intersect and overlap (which, hardly
surprisingly, has given rise to a whole series of misunderstandings and
controversies). On the one hand, individualization means the
disintegration of previously existing social forms [...] the second aspect
of individualization. It is, simply, that in modern societies new

demands, controls and constraints are being imposed on individuals

(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002/1994, p. 2).

Moreover, individuals tend to look for ways to reduce uncertainty for their
preservation and reproduction. And yet it seems almost paradoxical how
uncertainty is reduced, since it presupposes the existence of trusting relationships,
which, in turn, carry with them the obligation to run a risk. Engaging with others is,
above all, betting on their positive action to be able to trust — or mistrust - them.
From the first outcome, the “altruistic relationship” will then take shape (Altruism,
Solidarity, Cooperation, Gratitude, Gift, etc.), from the second, the ‘“egoistic
relationships” (Egoism, Utility, Competition, Ingratitude, etc.).

But is it possible to have conditions that favour trust and therefore “altruistic
relationships™?

These conditions can be guaranteed only through the mobilisation of resources,
relations, and opportunities that the social player can express; in other words, it can
only be achieved through social capital in the social context. The term social capital
was introduced by Loury (1977; 1987), who understood it as the set of resources
that are found within family relationships and in the social organization of the
community and that are useful for the development of individuals. Bourdieu (1979)
considered it under the same perspective. Nevertheless, we must point out that the
most influential contribution to the definition of the concept of social capital is

Coleman’s (1990), who argues that it is created when the relationships between
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individuals change to facilitate action. It is not tangible since it is inherent in
relations between individuals. These relationships can be considered as forms of
capital because, like other capitals, they produce material and symbolic value. The
value of social capital is inherent in the fact that it identifies certain value aspects
of the social structure that can be considered useful resources for individuals in
realizing their interests.

The concept of social capital has no set boundaries: it consists of relationships
of trust (strong and weak, variously extended and interconnected) that promote the
ability to recognize and understand each other, exchange information, help each
other and cooperate for common purposes. These formal and informal reciprocal
processes are regulated by norms that define the form, content, and boundaries of
exchanges. These relationships are the product (whether intentional or
unintentional) of social investment strategies aimed at the establishment and
reproduction of lasting and usable social relations that can provide material and
symbolic profits.

What happens with these processes? The idea that the market is what creates
stable relationships within a community is dropped. Social capital implies an idea
of holistic development that does not stop at economic aspects but depend on the
degree of civicness (Putnam, 1992) and freedom of the community and, above all,
the adoption of correct behaviour based on trust, elements that lead back to
belonging and reciprocity. Social capital, involving individuals directly, stimulates
protagonism through actions that lead to sharing a path aimed at achieving a
common goal.

This leads us to conclude that “altruistic relationships” have value only when
they are oriented towards a path aimed at the continuous search for well-being in a
situation of “conscience” and “responsibility”. In everyday reality, the social, value,
cultural, and relational components can represent the multiplier of well-being,
without which any work, good, structure or service can be sterile or perceived as
unimportant.

In this way, “altruistic relationships” are no longer an abstract concept but
become the “social place” that re/generates the reciprocity between individuals.

Social relations include both those with the other and with social organisations, and,
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as we said, individuals are conditioned by self- and hetero-directed perception.
Individuals are not always positively oriented towards each other. Differences are
considered not a resource but a constraint to everyday life and a threat to the future.
This situation reinforces the degree of “distrust” and influences attitudes and
actions. These conditions of “mistrust”, affecting not only situations characterized
by a lack of information, but also those with a surplus of it that makes it difficult to
reduce complexity, are central in the process of building social representations of
“trust” or “mistrust” and therefore of the future life plan of individuals.
Expectations of trust must replace the lack or excess of information (reduction of
mistrust), else there is no positive reassurance about their idea of a future dimension
of their lives in reciprocity with others.

If we try to combine the above reflections and the individuals’ idea of the future
with their actions aimed at finding a balance between “goals” and “means”, two
orders of questions emerge. a) in contemporary society, the proliferation of images
and information leads us to think that to avoid saturation (Maffesoli, 1988) we need
to create an ethics of image and information that not only promotes individual
critical choice but does not limit creativity, which has a significant part in the
choices to determine the balance between “goals” and “means”. Contemporary
culture, based on immanence and aesthetics, combined with the speed with which
images and information are replaced, does not allow individuals to create their
symbology to elaborate and build those symbolic mediations necessary to deal with
everyday events in reciprocity and prefer “altruistic relationships™ over the
“egoistic” ones; b) if perceptions are the direct product of the interactions between
the individual and his environment (physical, mental and social), then this product
is also the reality translated into its representation, a story that has developed and
continues to act in individuals beyond any form of conditioning.

In conclusion, the proposed model, through which we tried to interpret the
dynamics of social construal or collective construct of altruism and egoism — with
the final aim of leaving this dichotomy behind — overcomes the economic and
naturalistic logics that have always characterized the study of these phenomena.
However, such a model can only be applied if we believe that individual

intervention can be incisive (doing something!) and responsible (choice and
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attribution of guilt). In other words, to avoid too rigid an interpretative model, there
must be a structure that guarantees responsibility, evidence-based practice and long-
term action that ensures the balance between “goals” and “means”. These are
fundamental since “altruistic relationships” are based on the trust and consensus
that the community, often in opposition to the political system, can still claim within

society.

6.4. Time and “altruistic relationships”

In light of the continuous transformations of contemporary society, which
increasingly sees solidarity wearing away in favour of intense individualism, is it
still possible to think of the future of humanity as a group founding its existence on
what Sorokin defined as “marginal altruism”?

To try and answer this question, we will refer to some basic concepts in the
human and social sciences. The reflections presented so far, which find their
epistemological roots in sociology, have highlighted that we must consider the
integrated study of the three elements that define socio-cultural phenomena
(society, culture, and personality) along a space-time dimension. We wanted to
overcome the egoism/altruism dichotomy by highlighting how these should be
considered processes, rather than mere facts sui generis. Therefore, it is necessary
to analyse the “altruistic relationships” and the “egoistic relationships”, which also
produces a direct experience of individuals with their current social context, or
umwelt (Schiitz, 1932), in their everyday activities. The meaning attributed to these
relations varies together with the umwelt. If this dynamic is applied to the individual
in a relationship, it assumes different meanings depending on the time frame in
which it is placed (temporal perspective). Time and space are constitutive of social
interaction processes and, therefore, characterise individual relationality. Everyday
experiences can be perceived — and studied — in their continuous development, their
flow within the unity of the single experience and the situation. Transposing to the
relation — understood as a relation in action — what Schiitz said for actions, we can
affirm that this has a meaning and a representation before it takes place (sense of

production), while it takes place (sense of produced), and finally after it has taken
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place (self-understanding and hetero-understanding). In simpler terms and
following Schiitz’s theory, we can state that the attribution of meaning to a
relationship is arbitrary as it is linked to a project constructed by the actor and as
such susceptible to modification. Indeed, the relationship planned and the one
implemented often do not coincide, and therefore we must distinguish between final
and causal reasons, or, better, between sense as an end (project) and sense as a cause
(implementation). In the case of “altruistic relations”, this implies that they can be
understood in their entirety and their sense only if we can understand the purpose
placed in them and the time frame to which they refer. Time is no longer uniform.
This awareness means that the temporal and spatial dimensions (social and
historical context) guide individual actions/interactions.

In the case of “altruistic relationships”, the temporal dimension is crucial —
particularly the idea of the future. These relationships rely on the expectations that
arise between the parties involved and that, therefore, concern the future
perspective. A few years ago, anthropologist Marc Augé published a pamphlet
entitled Ou est passé l'avenir ? (2008), in which he wondered what happened to the
future, highlighting the main paradoxes of the issue. The question posed by the
French scholar had no reference to “altruistic relationships”, trying instead to find
an answer to the prevailing idea of contemporary society living on immanence. This
chapter starts from the paradox that every individual exists in a time following his
birth and preceding his death (finite and infinite) to culminate in the idea that,
despite their finitude, individuals can still imagine a future dimension of time and
consequently act — or not act — consequently.

Time is a polysemic concept and is inseparable from individual actions. And yet,
for many years it has been considered an unproblematic aspect of everyday life
(Adam, 1995, 2004). The scientific traditions that addressed time are, on the one
hand, philosophy, with the idea of the linear or circular time (individual times), and,
on the other hand, the physical and natural sciences, up to Einstein’s relativity and
quantum physics (natural times). Between these two lies the sociological research,
that tried to mediate between the minuteness of the first and the magnitude of the
second (Ricceur, 1991) by focusing the attention on “social or collective time”,

which is linked to all aspects of everyday life (psychological, social and cultural
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ones). However, a social reading of time in the global society requires the analysis
of temporal cultures. According to philosophical tradition, there is a chronological
time (Chronos), consisting of a measurable triad that represents its quantitative
aspect: past (yesterday), present (today) and future (tomorrow); and a time of action
(Kairos) consisting instead in the opportunity that can happen at any given time,
the so-called “right time, opportune time, time for”. Chronos represents the “time
of truth” and quantitative dimension (measurability and duration); Kairds
represents the qualitative dimension of time, related to the search for meaning in
human action (“time of action”). Kairos allows us to state that, in both individual
and collective experience, time is not uniform: it does not have the same value at
different moments and junctures, nor over the same day. This affects everyday
activities and the forms that individuals adopt to communicate. If we can imagine
a future dimension of “altruistic relationships”, these two perspectives and temporal
cultures (Chronos and Kairos) merge. Chronos refers to the present, a “forced
culture of immanence”, which brings individuals back to the ancient idea of Kairds
that bound them to fate. While it is true that individuals base their future actions on
instrumental rationality, they very often give in to fatalism. Beyond common
aspects, such as measuring, individuals experience time differently in everyday life.
Temporal cultures differ because they are a symbolic mediation between society
and individual subjectivity, outlining, time after time, new time horizons on which
to base the decisions for future projects.

Attitudes towards the future do not appear dominated by purpose-oriented
rationality (action based on the rational evaluation of purposes, means, and
consequences). Rather, they seem ruled by the search for balance between “goals”
and “means”, starting with the very the selection of the “goals” on a hierarchical
scale akin to Maslow’s (1954), which motivates actions with the universal tendency
to satisfy certain orders of needs, differing in nature and complexity.

Individuals base their decisions on temporal cultures and their degree of
knowledge about a given situation — but sow they decide is not clear yet. Their
choices entail two paradoxes. The first is that — being forced to choose — they are
bound to a responsibility proportionate to their abilities and rights (or to those that

they believe they have), as well as to their degrees of freedom. The second is that
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the individual is obliged to select in that specific time (since in the future they could
change) the range of possible alternatives to which she will devote her energies to
achieve her goal.

Considering these two paradoxes, individuals decide whether and how to engage
with others by constructing a scale of importance (priority) based on their
knowledge of the situations. The conjugation of the specific interest of the
individual with her wishes and desires passes through a series of elements that
promote both the change and the conservation of these conditions. We are faced
with that inevitable human condition that is uncertainty. When analysing the
relationship between individuals and the future, this makes it necessary to
understand the mechanisms that prompt individuals to choose change over stability
— and vice-versa. We could claim that individuals face a sort of “uncertainty about
values” because in everyday life choice happens in a condition of uncertainty and
concerns the way in which the future self of the individual will evaluate a situation
happening as a consequence of the choice made today. In other words, uncertainty
does not concern the future conditions of the world per se but those of the choosers,
who must imagine their future and possible conditions to direct themselves in a
situation in which the emotional, psychological, and social involvement is all but
residual.

Individuals now live in complex societies characterized by delicate adjustments
and multiple interdependencies. The propensity to reflexivity prompts individuals
to weigh the imponderable: they strive to consider even the lowest probabilities and
are concerned about the long-term consequences of ongoing processes, even those
in which they are not directly involved. Individuals process and interpret
information to build their idea of a world on which to base their daily positioning
towards themselves and others.

But what prompts human beings towards “marginal altruism” — as Sorokin called
it — or “altruistic relationships” (pro-social relationships) — as we call them —
thinking of their future self that is not the same as that of today?

The necessary condition is a situation in which the interactions between
individuals are based on trust. From it, a hetero-directionality of the attitudes of

human beings emerges, supported by the conservation and promotion of social

168



capital as a “common good” for the welfare of the whole community. This implies
rethinking the position in society of each individual vs others. It also begs to
reconsider “goals” and “means” to transform the “Super-Ego” and the “Ego” into
“Us” or “Them”. The aim is to trigger forms of change that partially abandon the
individualism typical of contemporary society to finally recognise the other as an
integral part of our lives and the greater human community. However, change has
always sparked fear in individuals because it closely links cultural change with their
changing attitudes and perceptions. In support, we propose Kurt Lewin’s
unfreezing-refreezing model (1951; 1952), originally conceived for organizational
change, here re-elaborated and applied to relational change. The re-elaboration of
this model (Fig. 3) was possible because, unlike other models on organizational
change, it is based on aspects related to culture and interaction between individuals.
Its three characterizing phases are divided into unfreezing, changing, and
refreezing. In the first phase, unfreezing, the balance between “goals” and “means”
is disrupted. This process generates forces favouring change or overcoming the
opposition to change that exists within individuals (who discover that they must
change). In the second phase, changing, individual try to balance conservative
forces (stability and balance) and innovative forces (change), thus needing to
redefine their goals. Finally, in the refreezing phase, they institutionalize or achieve
stability after change by re-establishing goals.

Comparing individuals to an ice cube that melts whenever placed near a heat
source may seem excessively simplifying and reductive, yet this is what happens in
everyday life. They experience discomfort every time they are faced with a choice
(unfreezing), resulting in a breakdown of the internal balances, which leads to a
redefinition of the “cultural goals” (changing) and then to a new equilibrium
(refreezing). This cycle is dependent on its context since individuals are pro-active
rather than reactive towards their environment — both social and natural. Individuals
try to maintain their identity based on assumptions and values by implementing
strategies that are both instrumental and expressive. Instrumental strategies allow
managing problems of context adaptation and internal integration; they are mainly
operational, i.e., aimed at pursuing specific and measurable objectives. Expressive

strategies, instead, operate in the symbolic field and aim at protecting the stability
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and coherence of shared meanings. In addition, they allow individuals to keep alive

the awareness of their individual and collective identity.

Fig. 3 — Adaptation of the unfreezing-refreezing model

REFREEZING

Incorporation of change and
maintenance of the new ALTRUISTIC RELATIONSHIP
relational order

CHANGING

Attempt to improve one’s
condition in relation to others
and vice versa

UNFREEZING

Breakdown between “goals” and
“means”, and recognition of
needs for change

EGOISTIC RELATIONSHIP |

Source: Mangone (2020, p. 180)

If such is the situation of the individual who tries to modify his way of relating
to others, then the theory of rational choice does not apply to the dynamics of
“altruistic relationships”. Rather, they could embrace a model of choice closer to
that of bounded rationality (Simon, 1983). The bounded rationality model works
under the following general principles: a) individual decisions do not concern the
whole of human life, but consider only limited areas of it; ») when individuals make
a choice, even a very important one, they do not consider future scenarios but look
at the present and at most to possible perspectives; ¢) the very fact that the
individual is seeking the solution to a problem, causes her to focus on certain
aspects of her life rather than others; d) a major part of the individual’s efforts in a
choice is absorbed by frantically collecting information and facts about the decision
in question (problem of knowledge).

In the bounded rationality model, individuals do not project themselves in time

indefinitely (the future time horizon may be longer or shorter). In everyday reality,
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the environment in which individuals live is divided into separate and distinct
problems, and attention goes to the factors that deserve it from time to time. The
ability to acquire knowledge of the situations and environment in which individuals
live is a double necessity — to facilitate the creation of alternatives and estimate the
possible consequences. This allows individuals to preserve the image of that part of
the world involved in their decisions and to set them (relationship-in-action) based

on that same image.

6.5. Values and “altruistic relationships”

To promote change and hope that in the future pro-social actions — in their
various “altruistic” manifestations — will become most forms of
relationship/interaction between human beings, we should focus not on behaviours,
but the motives and objectives of individuals (Bateson, 2011) and their underlying
values.

Focusing on values puts researchers in a quandary, as the analysis is complicated
by the fact that, although values are sufficiently explicit, they present aspects of
latency that are often difficult to identify. Parsons (1951) attributed the function of
latency to culture since it provides individuals with the motivation to act through
the values and norms internalized during the socialization process. In other words,
values guide from the outside the “relation in action” of individuals, since culture
“does not act”, it exists but is not “active”, and its operation is not evident in social
interaction. In a lexical sense, and according to conventional wisdom, the term
“value” holds two meanings. The first refers to anything (material or not) that is
considered important and coveted if not possessed, or, conversely, if it is possessed,
whose loss is feared. The second, almost always declined in the plural, refers to the
ideals to which human beings aspire and to which they refer when they must make
judgments or choices. In line with the present work, we can consider Kluckhohn’s
definition, for whom value is “a conception, explicit or implicit, distinctive of an
individual or characteristic of a group, of the desirable which influences the

selection from available modes, means and ends of action” (Kluckhohn, 1951, p.
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395). Values outline social principles, the objectives to which a culture attributes
an intrinsic value; they define what is relevant to the members of a social
organization and form the basis of judgments about what is right or wrong (moral
or ethical codes). These defining aspects allow us to pinpoint three fundamental
dimensions of values (without prejudice to the normative dimension for which
values indicate “what individuals should want”, the desirable): a) the emotional
dimension, representing what one wants and what individuals are most attached to.
In this case, conforming to the values is an indication of “good behaviour”
regardless of the advantage that the individual may gain from it. If we consider
values in this dimension, they allow the development of feelings of shame and/or
guilt that lead to avoiding any punishment linked to “bad behaviour”. On this basis,
all individuals should be led to develop “altruistic relationships” and not “egoistic
relationships™; b) the cognitive dimension, which allows social actors to be aware
of their action, which presupposes an inherent capacity for reflection on the part of
individuals; ¢) the selective dimension, which refers to the ability of values to direct
social action and motivate individuals.

We should, therefore, consider values as all those cultural components accepted
and shared by everyone who participates in the social organization. Their function
is paramount — indeed, they are often circulated by political institutions to
strengthen the sense of belonging, since consensus is also a dimension of solidarity
within groups.

At the dawn of mankind, the influence of the environment prevailed over that of
men. Today, we see the opposite: men prevail over the environment and modify it
through techniques and technologies that may affect it negatively. The principle of
responsibility (Jonas, 1984) wants to be the ethical foundation of actions aimed at
preserving both man (in the physical, social, and psychological sense) and the
integrity of his world for future generations.

Ethics — those objective and rational foundations that distinguish human
behaviour in good, just, or morally lawful, vs. bad or morally inappropriate — has
since ancient times characterized the lives of human beings. Ethical principles, or
the search for them, usually distinguished between secular and religious

dimensions, allow individuals to manage their freedom, especially about its limits,
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the delineation and application of which preserve the right to exist of other human
beings. Today, when we talk about ethics, we risk repeating what is already said
and done. However, we cannot avoid this danger in addressing the problems
highlighted so far, all related to relationships. There is usually a contrast between
the two classic dimensions of ethics (secular and religious), but we should add
another one: the public dimension or that of responsibility. It would be superficial
to contrast secular and religious ethics on the issues connected with “altruistic
relationships”. I will avoid any speculation and conjecture based on the opposition
between these two dimensions of ethics, as they would produce a vague and
valueless framework. Hence the need for a public ethic and, specifically, an “ethic
of responsibility”. This ethic should rely on neither individual morality nor
collective ethics (secular or religious) but represent the vision of the changing
world. For example, the use of technology to enslave nature made the latter
vulnerable to irreparable damage, with negative influences on the future well-being
of individuals. Hence the persistent validity of the ancient rules of the ethics of
“fellow man” (or “neighbour”: righteousness, mercy, honesty, solidarity, etc.).
However, they must be reconsidered and rethought, given the development of the
sphere of collective action in which the actor, the action and the effects are no longer
the same. The strength of this collective action imposes on ethics a new dimension
of responsibility never imagined before. In the age of technology, man (Gehlen,
1984), has changed the meanings of actions and of the objects on which these are
reflected, with all the consequences that this entails. Past ethics had to consider
neither the global condition of human life nor the distant future — indeed the survival
— of the species. For this reason, a new conception of rights and duties is necessary,
for which neither ethics nor traditional metaphysics offer principles and/or a
completed doctrine (Jonas, 1984).

Far from both hyper-subjectivism and objectivism, the ethics of responsibility
seek intersubjective and intercultural values to bridge the various positions aimed
at the collective good. “An imperative responding to the new type of human action
and addressed to the new type of agency that operates it might run thus ‘Act so that
the effects of your action are compatible with the permanence of genuine human

life’; or expressed negatively: ¢ Act so that the effects of your action are not
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destructive of the future possibility of such life’; or simply: ‘Do not compromise
the conditions for an indefinite continuation of humanity on earth’; or, again turned
positive: ‘In your present choices, include the future wholeness of Man among the
objects of your will’” (Jonas, 1984, p. 11).

In light of this imperative, individuals — beyond their religious faith and/or
political affiliation — can move towards an “ethic of responsibility” to guarantee the
collective good. Indeed, since the real problem is that any moral rule has exceptions,

it is necessary to identify the main imperative among the many conflicting ones.

New contrast would thus emerge between the Kantian principle of
‘never to use other people merely as means to an end, but always also
as ends’, and the utilitarian idea spurring people to always choose
‘actions that maximize their utility and happiness’” (Mangone, 2018a,

p. 78).

Therefore, ascribing the conduct of human beings to a single general principle is
a flawed approach. In many cases and situations (individual and collective) the
arguments must consider the specific circumstances. In modern society, the idea of
the responsibility for choices has been delegated to law, in the form not of “ethics
of responsibility” but public ethics reduced to a simple procedure. Leaving aside
the ethical and jurisprudential aspects, the question of “altruistic relationships”
could be posed in terms of a conflict between individual freedoms and social
responsibilities. The debates about this conflict are affected by both the disciplines
addressing it and the cultural context of reference.

Weber well interpreted this aspect in two of his writings: Political writings
(Lassman & Speirs, 1994) and Science as a Vocation (Lassman, Velody & Martins,
1989). Both clarify that the plurality of values takes the form of dualism between
the ethics of principles (Gesinnungsethik, also called of intentions or convictions)
and the ethics of responsibility (Verantwortungsethik). The first refers to absolute
principles, assumed regardless of their consequences (e.g., religious ethics); the
second concerns those cases in which particular attention is paid both to the

relationship between “goals” and “means” and to the consequences of the action.
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In short, following the “ethics of responsibility” means that each must bear the
consequences of his actions towards himself and others, even beyond temporal and
spatial proximity. Human beings are aware that their life has an “expiration date”,
but the boundary between life and death is no longer clearly defined as in ancient
times. This is not because death has taken over life, but rather because both have
lost their positive meaning as values. Contemporary society witnesses an ever-
increasing contradiction: on the one hand, there are investments in human and
financial resources to improve the material conditions of existence, while, on the
other hand, there are difficulties in making sense of the very lives of individuals.
“Altruistic relationships” are clearly relevant precisely in the search for the meaning
to existence, in the re-appropriation of one’s subjectivity, in the construction of
identities. In its broadest sense, human action must be understood as the most
appropriate way of acting towards oneself and others in various situations. It mirrors
the relevant aspects found within the social context to which the situations refer.

One’s conception of the present and vision of the future are linked to the
adaptation of the conception of self, which consists in resolving the dualism
between “doing” and “being” and, therefore, the discordances often resulting from
social relations. The contrast between doing and being determines dissonances
(Festinger, 1962) that generate pressure and conflict in individuals. This tension
must be correctly canalized, i.e., aimed at searching for new positive elements
within the complex network of relationships that individuals experience in their
everyday activities. If it is not, it can become a determining factor for choosing
“egoistic relationships” rather than “altruistic” ones.

“Egoistic relationships”, therefore, must be considered as an action that fits into
a specific social context, in which many factors influence the “construction” and
“formation” of the self of individuals and the construction of their “defences”
against dissonant situations. Relationality is fundamental for actions deemed
necessary to address problematic situations. It is especially true of relationships of
trust, expressed in the role-playing between the individual and the social
organization. By triggering symbolic mediation (reflexivity) between human
subjectivity and social systems, social relations define and promote needs, rights,

and duties in a logic founded on the “ethics of responsibility”. This logic can trigger
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positive changes in individual attitudes, reducing or eliminating discordances in the
social relationship, thus directing them towards “altruistic relationships”.

This configures the construction of a new humanity, or the reconstruction of the
existing one, in terms of negotiation between individual liberties and responsible
liberties, in which the drives for self-realization cannot exist without the
commitment to the other and the community in the broadest sense. The individual
is a social animal, a subject that produces meaningful interactions and that is linked
to his fellow human beings in a context of norms, values, and meanings. The “ethics
of responsibility” allow individuals to recognize themselves in the concept of
“common good”: a good that individuals experience as members of a community
and that they can only pursue from the solidarity that can give meaning to human
action and its development. Sorokin closes The Ways and power of Love (1954)
with the dilemma that humanity must face for its future survival and advancement.
Humankind can continue to follow egoistical and predatory rationales (individual
and collective), leading to extinction, or embrace universal solidarity that leads to
salvation and earthly happiness. Everyone has the choice to follow one of the two

paths.
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CHAPTER VII

THE ROLE OF DICHOTOMY EGOISM / ALTRUISM
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC: THE CASE OF ITALY

Following the theoretical model presented in the previous chapter, which
attempts to overcome the economic and naturalistic ideas that always permeated the
study of altruism and egoism, in this chapter — through autoethnography and
empirical research on Italian newspapers and Twitter — some concrete cases of
“altruistic and egoistic relationships” will be described. All cases in point occurred
in Italy but also in the rest of the world at the peak of the Covid-19 pandemic
(Guigoni & Ferrari, 2020; Gaynor & Wilson, 2020). My core assumptions are as
follows. First, “altruistic relations” rely on trust and consensus within the
community and society (they are positive and favour the whole society, pro-social
or hetero-directed), vice versa “egoistic relationships” are negative and favour just
the actor/individual (anti-social or self-directed). Second, the model’s applicability
presupposes the idea that individuals must act (do something) and be responsible
(problem of choice).

From this starting point, the following pages present some possible ways of
acting ascribable both to “altruistic relationships” and “egoistic relationships”™ that

emerged in Italy during the first lockdown.

7.1. Social vulnerability, social capital, and resilience

A world free of disasters is not conceivable, but we can conceive a world in
which the negative consequences of these events are minimized or even avoided
(such as wars or terrorist attacks). As Sorokin argued, the future of mankind and its
development are in the hands of mankind itself (1958a). neither law nor education,
nor religion, the economy, or science — even though the latter has a specific role in
accompanying the processes of improving the lives of individuals and communities

— are enough for this task. It is, instead, assigned to the whole of mankind, and,
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therefore, to its communities. However, communities can exist only under certain

conditions:

A peaceful, harmonious, and creative society can exist only when its members
possess at least a minimum of love, sympathy, and compassion ensuring
mutual aid, co-operation, and fair treatment. Under these conditions its
members are united in one collective ‘we’ in which the joys and sorrows of

one member are shared by others (Sorokin, 1948, p. 57).

Acting on the community means acting on multiple levels: individual, family,
institutional, and social. The object of the action is the whole community: a
normalization process requires reinforcing the existing networks and structures,
reestablishing the previous ones, and creating new ones.

The chain of emergencies in recent decades has shown that social vulnerability
(Phillips et al., 2010) is increasing due to both socio-cultural and natural
transformations. Taking into account the definition provided by the United Nations,

vulnerability is to be understood as

a state of high exposure to certain risks and uncertainties, in combination with
a reduced ability to protect or defend oneself against those risks and
uncertainties and cope with their negative consequences. It exists at all levels
and dimensions of society and forms an integral part of the human condition,

affecting both individuals and society as whole (UN, 2003: 3),

it can also be argued that in certain historical periods certain population groups
already considered vulnerable (the poor, disabled, immigrants, children, the elderly
and the young) are more so.

A recent example of this dynamic was the Covid-19 pandemic (De Marchi, 2020;
Gaynor & Wilson, 2020). The pandemic caused millions of victims and jeopardized
all productive sectors due to prolonged closures, staff shortages and supply chain
issues, further aggravating the existing crisis in almost all countries. Hence the

necessity for emergency prevention and response actions at the local, national, and
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international levels. Such actions should involve territories by promoting resilient
actions (Bonanno ef al., 2006; Manyena 2006; Norris et al., 2008). The effects are
not the same for all individuals and groups, not only because of their direct or
indirect involvement but also because of individual and collective capacities to
promptly activate processes that generate resilience (Lombardi, Pina e Cunha &
Giustiniano, 2021; Wright, 2022). Reactions depend on the ability or inability of
the individual and society (inherent in social interactions, institutions, and cultural
value systems) to resist their negative effects (social vulnerability). It is because of
this multidimensionality that the study of the consequences of emergencies and the
related interventions must rely on an integrated (Lebel et al., 2006) interdisciplinary
approach. It follows that collective damage requires collective strategies (Mangone
and Zyuzev, 2020) and “altruistic relationships” promote just such strategies.

Indeed,

whether altruism is a kind of “group egoism” or a genuine social impulse,
from the perspective of social action and its effects on society, beyond the
moral principles or underlying interests that sustain them, it seems that an
action designed to benefit the others, the community, could potentially have
more valuable effects globally than an action aimed at an individual benefit.
In times of historical crisis, as is the case currently posed by the Covid-19
pandemic, altruist actions could be decisive for the future of Humanity

(Gualda, 2021, p. 3).

But what happens in an emergency? What transformations prompt individual
and collective dynamics towards resilience — and, therefore, towards building and
strengthening “altruistic relationships”™ through social capital rather than “egoistic
relationships™?

The crisis caused by these emergencies is not sui generis but an ordinary moment
in the flow of life. It allows for pinpointing some features of the social systems that
might not otherwise be recognised since disasters affect life, socio-psychological
regulatory mechanisms, and social change processes (Sorokin, 1942). It follows that

thinking about the future during or after an emergency must involve the community,
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understood as one of the many declinations of social space and, therefore, an
expression and resource of a territory (Mangone, 2008). This concept refers to a set
of relationships that should in themselves be positive (altruistic relationships). The
community relies on individuals considered in their entirety, rather than one of their
many social roles. The community is also a set of experiences and thought, tradition
and commitment, participation and will. At the same time, it enhances the social
dimension of existence and, above all, the sense of belonging to a common destiny.

Emergencies (be they natural and/or industrial disasters, epidemics, etc.) fracture
the network of relations, making the definition of the social structure chaotic. This
process, in turn, becomes decisive for socio-cultural change. The same happened
with the Covid-19 pandemic in Italy but also in all the countries of the world when
people followed shelter-in-place orders to reduce the spread of the virus and its
harmful effects (Gaynor & Wilson, 2020; Mangone, 2021a). Changes occur in both
individuals and the social structure, engendering the need to start again, reconnect
the lives of individuals and the community, and try to imagine a possible future
(Mangone, 2021b). Hence the search for a project that can get the whole community
out of a crisis (imbalance) and channel it towards new balances. We thus find, once
again, the concept of balance between “goals” and “means”.

In recent decades, when reflecting on coping with disasters, the focus expanded
from just lack and loss to the ability of individuals and communities to adapt and
thrive despite critical conditions (Wright, 2022). The key concept is that of
“resilience” (Manyena, 2006; Hoggett, 2014), generally defined as the ability of an
individual or group to return to normality after catastrophic events (Bonanno, 2004;
Bonanno et al., 2006). It consists of a personal and a situational component. The
former relates to how the individual is and how he/she responds to events; the latter
brings attention to the community, particularly to the concept of resilient
communities (Norris et al., 2008; Wright, 2021). This concept, in turn, is linked to
that of social capital (Coleman, 1990; Lin, 2001; 2005) and its meaning and
significance in building up resilience (Glaeser, 2022), together with other
components that contribute to adapting to disruption. A new form of community is
configured, understood as collective intelligence (Levy, 1994), whose foundation

is the mutual enrichment of individuals and not the cult of the community per se.
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Multidisciplinary knowledge contributes to understanding socio-territorial
structures and dynamics, and it is a tool at the service of individuals.

Thinking about the future means thinking about the community based on the
individual expressed in his unity and completeness rather than its social roles. It is
the set of daily experiences and, therefore, it enhances the social and cultural
dimension of existence. The community is the social structure that recognises
individual dignity, protecting freedom with civic duty and respect for oneself and
others (safeguarding rights and complying with duties). This attention to the
community goes hand-in-hand with a renewed idea of collective identity. The
Communitarian Network group (Etzioni, 1995) claimed that man is a social animal
and based their arguments on the possibility of a moral rebirth through a “strong
participatory democracy” in which the highest socio-political principle is that of
subsidiarity!. The community promotes the growth of the individuals, who are part
of it as active and productive subjects of a “living organism”, in Ténnies’ words
(1887). But what makes resilient communities? According to Norris (Norris ef al.,
2008), resilience arises from resources within the community itself and can be
distinguished into @) economic development; b) social capital; ¢) information and
communication; d) community competence.

In the following pages, in the first part, I will address social capital in the form
of proximity relationships — and, therefore, “altruistic relationships” which, with
the Covid-19 pandemic, have had a perhaps unexpected twist, having included
economic aspects. The narratives of the pandemic-induced self-isolation
highlighted the value of proximity relations. In Italy, this led to the rediscovery of
“neighbourhood trade” (Zanderighi & Orsi, 2020) and, more generally, a classic

relationship of proximity such as the “neighbourhood” (Boccacin, 1998; Manzo,

! The principle of subsidiarity relies on the idea that what the lower-level body (or organ) can do
independently, as a rule, and by its competence, falls upon the upper-level body (or organ) only in
exceptional cases. It is not an expression of modern civilisation, even if it finds its first explicit
affirmation in the social doctrine of the Church as a cardinal principle of the way of being and acting
of the institutions of civil society (Pius XI and John Paul II). Its introduction brought about serious
innovations since it represents the concrete possibility of giving citizens — in the new configurations
of civil society — an active role in the implementation of the collective good that translates into

solidarity and social justice.
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2013). These are the cases that emerged through the analytical autoethnography
method. In a second part, however, other cases of “egoistic relationships” will be
given, which is based precisely on the pandemic narrative. And these are the cases

emerged trough the empirical research on Italian newspapers and Twitter.

7.2. The relationships in times of emergency

To understand the real consequences of an emergency on a territory, beyond
the victims and/or material damage, one should go beyond the immediate
emergency and observe what happens in the aftermath (that is, the following years).
Experts in the sociology of disasters know very well that they: a) cause crises in the
social systems (Quarantelli, 1998; Rodriguez, Quarantelli & Dynes, 2007) and b)
are a cycle consisting of three phases: preparation, response, and reconstruction.
Epidemics and pandemics, which fall within the conceptual macro-category of
disasters, provoke crises that disrupt the normal flow of individual and collective
everyday life.

To address the role of the egoism/altruism dichotomy, I will focus on the phases of
response and reconstruction. In these phases, relationships and social capital are
fundamental since the top-down approach, normally adopted, fails to explain the
dynamics happening within the territories (Gaynor & Wilson, 2020; Lombardi, Pina
e Cunha & Giustiniano, 2021); in fact, the relationship between disasters and social

capital can be summarised as follows

risk perception, local vulnerability assessment, social resilience, community-
building, are all fundamental elements to study the impact of a disaster on the
local community. The social dimension of disaster is not new, and the
importance of social networks, mutual aid, and trust existed in the literature

even before the notion of social capital took shape (Mugnano, 2017, p. 142).

Given the complexity of these phenomena, they must be observed through different

paradigms and disciplines, and in this case, also taking into account what was the
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risk perception during the pandemic phase (Padilla et al., 2022). Suffice it to
mention the population’s persistent perception of a sense of uncertainty about the
future, widespread fear, regret for lost loved ones and possessions, the
disorientation due to the forced detachment from daily habits (Sultana, Dhillon &
Oliveira, 2023), and the impossibility of recognising oneself in one’s historical-
cultural context (Mangone, 2019b). An example of such a condition was
confinement within one's home or physical distancing due to the spread of the
SARS-CoV-2 virus (Affuso, Parini & Santambrogio, 2020). The crisis caused by
the pandemic has produced deep social changes. Although many states already
show signs of rapid recovery (re-establishing at least partially their balance, unity,
institutions, and system of social relations), these are not the same as before. In
communities that have experienced major health emergencies, there is always a
“before” and an “after” (van den Eynde & Veno, 1999). It becomes a priority to
address the issue of how to resurface from the emergency — i.e., “response” and
“reconstruction”.

From this point of view, social capital must be understood as “a characteristic of
social relationships, which can represent a resource, i.e., capital, for those who
implement them” (Di Nicola, Tronca & Stanzani, 2008, p. 8, personal translation).
Its study must consider “the differences (including morphological differences) that
exist between different relational contexts” (/bidem). Deep and radical changes

affected community relations in contemporary society,

Now that the unity of blood, place and spirit has disappeared, community
relations (including neighbourhood relations) are largely elective, often based
on affinity and homophily, and therefore more oriented towards recognition
than instrumental aid, more towards the confirmation of identity than the
exchange of tangible goods and services, even though goods of this nature
may circulate within the structure. It is a relational structure that, insofar as it
is de-contextualised, is based on strategies of proximity that are the daughters
of a policy of everyday life that is distinctive of social groups and subjects

and not of a territory, a sphere, or a social context (/vi., p. 40).
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I will look at the micro and meso-relational sphere, as those dimensions — often
neglected in the empirical survey on social capital — best highlight the support
functions performed by proximity networks. Proximity networks can be
differentiated according to the formal qualities of the relationships representing the
social capital: bonding or bridging. Bonding social capital refers to proximity
relations within a given social circle, characterised by mutual trust and support;
bridging social capital refers to trust relations between a member of a certain social
group and an external subject. In the following section, I will consider two specific
cases of proximity relations: the neighbourhood and the neighbourhood trade.
Through “altruistic relationships”, both can generate mutual support, trust, and
closeness — and, therefore, a social capital useful to individuals and communities to
cope with crises (such as the one resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic). This
capital may pre-exist the crisis or, conversely, result from it. The starting point is
that this resource is not inexhaustible but can be eroded and depleted. When this
happens, areas of social deprivation grow and expand. It will be essential to
consider how a social system, through its institutions, will manage to exploit it and
channel it as a permanent resource for individual and collective well-being. We
cannot but recall Sorokin’s idea that altruistic love — like all other forms of energy

— can be produced, accumulated, and distributed by individuals and institutions:

If love can be viewed as one of the highest energies known, then theoretically, at
least, we can talk about the production or generation, the accumulation (or loss), the
channeling, transmission, and distribution of this particular energy (Sorokin, 1954,

p. 36).

Or, at least, they can be produced, accumulated, and distributed insofar as the
social capital originated during the pandemic from the relational spheres of the
private social sector is also capable of birthing broader generalised trust and civic

commitment.
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7.3. The “neighbourhood” and “neighbourhood trade” as cases of “altruistic

relationships” during the Covid-19 pandemic in Italy

The reflections presented so far assume that crises — including those caused by
a pandemic — highlight some features of the social systems that are not always
recognised (such as altruistic and egoistic relationships). It follows that thinking
about the future during or after the pandemic cannot disregard the existence of a
community or group of individuals, since it is from these positive proximity
relationships that the planning and reconstruction of identity kits and the new
system of needs and values must arise (Mangone, 2018b). The overall
transformation and reconstruction of the system of needs entail valorising the
community as a resource by activating resilience processes (resilient communities)
counteracting vulnerability factors further accentuated by the pandemic (Tomelleri
& Ziglio, 2022). With the development of the pandemic, everyone, no one
excluded, has experienced the dynamics and also the challenges posed by certain
elements characteristic of the cultural system when individuals impact with
situations that disrupt their daily lives, as the pandemic may have been, the effects
of which on society will take several studies and even several years to definitively
emerge, but the same experience made by a researcher inevitably takes the form of
an autoethnographic technique (see Chapter III on methodology). I embarked on a
path of reflection on symbolic-cultural aspects that allowed me to explore the
processes that occur at different levels (individual, social and cultural) whenever
individuals experience an emergency or face a risk, which correspond to micro,
meso and macro analysis of realities. This autoethnographic research allowed me
to observe the activation of communities that put the subjects in contact with the
formal and informal support networks existing in on the territory.

In the case of Covid-19 and Italy, we can advance as examples health workers
(formal support network) and neighbours (informal support network). Activating a
community also means supporting and promoting all the spontaneously created
solidarity (Zoll, 2000) and reciprocity networks (Volterrani, 2022).

Proximity relationships take various forms and perform many functions. I will

refer to “neighbourhood trade” and “neighbourhoods” as forms of social
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organisation that are attentive to individual needs and can guarantee better living
conditions, especially for disadvantaged categories. Thus, they allow for an
integrated development even for depopulated areas, such as the small mountain or
rural municipalities that make up a large part of Italy.

Among the many forms and functions of proximity relationships, I will refer to
the neighbourhood as a set of relations that can grant mutual help to respond to the
complexities of everyday life, whether in an emergency (e.g., a pandemic) or for
generalised social distress and vulnerability (Santosa et al., 2020). Generally
speaking, “neighbours” are those who reside in mutual proximity. As Hannerz
(1980) explains, such a relationship differs from that with a stranger: neighbours
usually become aware of their mutual and recurrent presence in the surrounding
public space and, consequently, of their relationships with it. They are also likely
to manifest this awareness through friendly gestures that they exchange upon
meeting, such as nodding to greet the other and acknowledge their presence. Living
proximity implies an analysis that inevitably considers the individual’s perception
of their closest relations since it reflects their current or potential social relations.
There are different “subjectively” meaningful definitions: a neighbourhood can
include both those who live next door, in the same block or adjoining houses, or the
same district or area. As Cordini (2012) argues, the house not only guarantees the
intimate and private life of the family nucleus but is also paramount for sociability
practices, indispensable for the emergence of relations with the outside space and
for generating proximity interactions (e.g., precisely, neighbourhood interactions).

For Boccacin (1998), the neighbourhood is an expression of sociality,
understood as “the ability to create networks in which social relations are expressed
both individually and intersubjectively” (Boccacin, p. 295). The assumption is that

modernisation processes eroded the foundations of community, since

It enhances individuals, freeing them from ascriptive conditioning, from
compulsory and obligatory ties [...] it breaks the link between identity and
belonging and links identity to conformity with social roles acquired and

internalised in the course of socialisation (Di Nicola, 2008, p. 14).
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Liquid modernity translates into the transience of affective and friendship ties,
no longer conveyed by ascriptive factors such as gender, age, social class, but the
expression of the multiple interests and identities of the subjects. Indeed, unlike in
the past, contemporary subjects act in several social circles (Simmel, 1977) with
various and differentiated characteristics. It is no coincidence that sociologists
nowadays use the concept of network, rather than community, to depict the complex
web of social relations encompassing contemporary subjects. This representation
best expresses its heuristic capacity when addressing the ties between people in
large cities and/or metropolises, characterised by faster social exchanges,
anonymity, and individualistic and materialistic values.

Traditionally considered as the very core of the concept of community (Tonnies,
1887), the neighbourhood has gradually waned as a sociological category in
contemporary reflections, particularly those that, in pursuing the
society/community antinomy, have exalted processes such as individualism, self-
determination, and liberation from controlling institutions. This situation is
essentially due to two processes: Beck’s individualisation and Giddens’ (1992)
transformations of intimacy. With the self-isolation imposed by the Covid-19
pandemic, the value of neighbourly relations has been (re)discovered (Pasqualini &
Introini, 2021; Zetterberg et al., 2021). Spontaneously born as forms of material,
symbolic, and welfare support, they became essential to vulnerable people,
particularly when the distance of their relatives and friends (and, in some cases, the
lack of services) could not ensure the satisfaction of their most basic needs
(shopping, cooking, paying bills, etc.).

The neighbourhood has always been a place that expresses both “proximity” and
“distance”, in which two different pushes find an unstable balance. On the one hand
are proximity relations based on friendly behaviour and willingness to help; on the
other, social distancing and the need to protect one’s privacy. The contemporary
family has closed in on itself and its distinctive character, envisaging the domestic
walls are a shelter from external threats and systemic uncertainties.

In one of the latest research projects on neighbourhoods carried out in Italy
(Manzo, 2013), before the pandemic, the author identifies the relationship between

certain socio-demographic characteristics and the propensity to establish
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neighbourly relationships. The same elements can explain the development of
altruistic actions. Age strongly influences the density of the relationships with
neighbours. Adults with children are the most active subjects in neighbourly
relationships, followed by the elderly, particularly those with mobility issues. Like

age, the social class also predicts the extent of people’s networks,

the reasons for this difference can be found in the specific social contexts
pertaining to the working class (segregated environments, relationships that
take place mainly in the home or the workplace) vs. the middle and upper

classes (wider range of resources and choice) (Manzo, 2013, p. 20).

Among the other factors, education affects the personal network the most.
Highly educated individuals usually show greater sociability — precisely because
their diversified interests lead them to establish relationships outside the perimeter
of their home. Finally, when individuals enjoy a higher income (and thus more

resources),

[they] can count on better and more consistent practical support than the
poorest: increasing the size and resources of the network intensifies selective

strategies (/bid.).

During the Covid-19 emergency, social distancing (Gualda et al., 2021) and self-
isolation reduced the selective possibility of subjects to form relationships beyond
the walls of their home unit or pursue those already existing (Gutin et al., 2021). In
this situation, the factors above proved doubly effective in explaining the propensity
of some categories (such as elderly people and families with young children) to
establish neighbourly relationships. During the emergency, these categories seem
to have benefited the most from the social support (material and/or moral) provided
by the neighbourhood (Pasqualini & Introini, 2021). However, self-isolation
experiences made it possible to trace transversal links to the game played by the
structural variables mentioned above. The experience lived during the first phase of

the emergency brought together subjects who, due to their psychological and social
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characteristics, would probably never have known each other. What Santambrogio

(2020) described as a 'state of social exception' has occurred in the sense of

a de facto situation, in which, due to one of the most heterogeneous
circumstances, the conditions for a life completely different from the ordinary
one are created. That is, a dimension of exceptionality becomes concrete, but
it is not decided, but rather it is created by itself, within society itself and in a
way not causally determined by external factors, as could be natural, political

and economic ones (Santambrogio, 2020, p. 17).

Here the social living space is deconstructed and redefined as a result of a
lockdown that is divided between the “state of exception” - as defined by Agamben
(2020a; 2020b) - and the “social state of exception” (Martini, Picarella & Mangone,
2022).

This made it possible to build (through frequent contacts, relations of mutual aid,
and exchange of information) a new sociality. In turn, this new sociality established
collectively significant “social spaces”, generating the premise for the formation of
what Appadurai (1996) calls “locality”, a context for conscious practices and
elaborated representations, performance and action. It is in the locality, in the new
sense assumed by the surrounding space, the space around one’s home, that the
pandemic moment could constitute an important opportunity for the formation of
potential collective identities directed towards helping others (altruism and
solidarity). There was no lack of moments of “collective effervescence” expressed
through songs, choirs, practices of exchange and mutual aid. All these rituals
expressed the need for individuals to find in the other (the previously unknown
neighbour) a shared dimension of meaning. It was especially true during the first
lockdown when the lack of definitions for the ongoing situation could not provide
general guidance and orientation.

Unfortunately, there is still no literature or research on the subject that endorse
and support the hypothesis of an increase in the level of the sociality of
neighbourhood networks during the COVID-19 emergency. However, I wish to

emphasize here not the possibility that these forms of sociality have come into
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being, but whether these spontaneous bottom-up ties can continue over time,
leading to greater “cooperative solidarity” (Mangone, 2022a) or that “solidarity-

based sociality” that

recalls a pluralised, singularised idea of solidarity, deduced from possible
collective responses to social pathologies, rather than being a reflection of
abstract moral principles, codified political identities or ideological power
structures. It is reconstructed in an immanent manner, finding lifeblood in a
renewed involved relationship with others and with the world, rather than in
reference to a 'strong', abstract and universal criterion of its definition (Bruni

2021, p. 304).

The good living conditions of citizens are the objective of any intervention on
the territory. The community (an expression of the territory) should be considered
as a social space in which networks (social, cultural, and environmental) find their
closest interconnection following the logic that sustainable initiatives must combine
environment, society, and economy (Chaigneau, 2022; Winston, 2022). Global
society has strengthened territorial differentiation and social morphology. On the
one hand are the cities, large metropolitan areas hosting around half the world’s
population. on the other hand is the countryside, depleted by constant emigration
flows (Véron, 2008) and the deterioration of its strong social and identity ties that
allowed people to survive wars, natural disasters, epidemics, and famine.

During the Covid-19 pandemic that sent Italy into lockdown, the Italians’
consumption of food and other goods transformed (Corposanto & Fotini, 2020;
Bartoletti, Paltrinieri, & Parmiggiani, 2022), changing the so-called “shopping
basket”. At the same time, this led to changes in purchasing patterns (Mazzette,
2022). Alongside a strong increase in online purchases, there was a rediscovery of
the “proximity shop” and, therefore, “neighbourhood trade” (Zanderighi & Orsi,
2020) especially in the agri-food sector:

small grocery stores — on the verge of extinction due to the overwhelming

power of large retail outlets, for years frequented only for small, quick
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emergency purchases — are once again becoming reference points for
neighbourhoods, neighbours, and small towns. Travel restrictions, together
with the fear of crowded places and queues, have led to the rediscovery of the
social, communitarian value of the deli shop as symbolically representing
what professional jargon defines as “free services”, i.e., small shops

(Corposanto & Fotini, 2020, p. 57).

With the pandemic, citizens-consumers seem to have acquired a new and greater
awareness of the characteristics of what is on offer and, above all, of the “places”
where it is offered.

For years, the retail sector had witnessed the continuous emergence of large-
scale distribution centres (shopping and outlet centres, supermarkets), reducing
more and more the number of small shops, especially in the big cities, because of
the transformation of lifestyles (Tamini & Zanderighi, 2017). Small retail shops
remained as ‘“‘outposts” only in small municipalities, mostly in the hills and
mountains. The pandemic led to the rediscovery of the primary role played by the
local “superette” not only as a service — and, often, a delivery service — but also as
human support. At the peak of the lockdown, the local shopkeeper was the only
person outside the family nucleus, with whom to exchange a few words, albeit
separated by safety devices such as face masks or till screens.

The small neighbourhood shops in municipalities with fewer than 5,000
inhabitants — around 69.98% of Italian municipalities based on ISTAT? data as of
1 January 2022 — and in medium-sized and large cities have been a fundamental
resource when travel was limited, expanding the concept of “zero-kilometre”. From
being synonymous with “farm-to-table”, referring to agri-food products grown and
sold in the same area, the label “zero-kilometre” has taken on a broader meaning,
incorporating the idea of the “neighbourhood shop”, understood as the shop “at
hand”, “on the doorstep” and always reachable. In some cases, these shops have re-

organised, also relying on new communication technologies, to meet the customers’

2 ISTAT is the Italian National Institute of Statistics. It is the public research body responsible for

general censuses of population, services and industry, and agriculture, sample surveys of families

and households, and general economic surveys at the national level.
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needs (e.g., applications for compiling shopping lists and booking products and
home delivery or click-and-collect). The “neighbourhood trade” offered that extra
Jje ne sais quoi to consumers as it went beyond the mere exchange of goods offering
a proximity service (Vitillo, 2022), keeping at bay the socio-psychological
discomforts of those who were self-isolating by providing personalised and home-
based service. Between these shopkeepers and buyers emerged a “social
relationship” — albeit in a very limited form — that never occurs with large-scale
distribution or online trading.

The economic theory identifies the perfect competition market as the distributive
mechanism that can best lead the system to an optimal condition. In it, the
exchanges take place until no one can improve their condition without diminishing
the well-being of others — Pareto optimality. Consumers maximise their well-being
by purchasing goods and/or services; producers achieve maximum efficiency and
profits, but no extra profits of any kind. The pandemic caused a departure from this
model, although we cannot yet say if these dynamics will continue when the
emergency is finally over. The same model holds also under specific forms of
solidarity and positive relations (Bartoletti, Paltrinieri, & Parmiggiani, 2022). We
are witnessing the emergence of the same “quasi-market” concept that applies to
the health sector. Naturally, because of its peculiarities, this sector cannot abide
entirely by market laws. The concept of “quasi-market” means those mechanisms
of allocation and organisation that make it possible to maintain and increase the
social character of the distribution by using the market mechanism for production.
In other words, the market is not entrusted with the social responsibility of
solidarity, nor with the protection of social weaknesses, but with the task of
expanding the use of mechanisms that can make the responses to social needs more
adequate. The “neighbourhood trade”, similarly to the “quasi-market” model in
health care, has favoured the integration of supply and demand. Rather than
occurring through bureaucratic arbitrariness, such integration privileged, on the one
hand, the of consumers’ safety and health choices and, on the other, the compliance
with rules and restrictions, as well as the satisfaction of primary — and, in some

cases, secondary — needs.
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The rediscovery of “neighbourhood commerce” has enhanced the community as
a resource (Mangone & Zyuzev, 2020; Mangone & Masullo, 2021). Activating
community work means, therefore, not only granting citizens “access rights”
(Dahrendorf, 1989) to the surrounding formal and informal support network but
also supporting and promoting all those community networks of solidarity and
reciprocity that spontaneously take place in a community. A good example is the
“suspended shopping™® that started right from the “neighbourhood shops” to
extend, in some cases, to medium and large-scale outlets through third sector and
civil protection organisations. During the pandemic, in fact, it was common to see
images like those in Fig. 4 and 5 in the large-scale distribution and scenes like those
in Fig. 6 in the alleys of a metropolis like Naples.

This appears to be a “good practice” allows not only supply to meet demand in
a strictly economic sense and, at the same time, the satisfaction of a common good:
the well-being of the community, often embodied in altruistic actions/relationships

such as “suspended shopping”.

3 The “suspended shopping” derives from an age-old custom of the Naples area of anonymously leaving a

coffee paid for (suspended) at the bar to give indigent people the opportunity to also enjoy Neapolitan espresso.

The practice has then “transferred” within the agri-food sector.

193



Fig. 4 — “Dona la tua spesa” [Donate your shopping]

Source: “Terra Nuova.it” (02/04/2020) - Retrivied April 7, 2022 from:
https://www.terranuova.it/News/Attualita/Coronavirus-e-solidarieta-e-boom-de-

la-spesa-sospesa
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Fig. 5 — “Aiutaci ad aiutare chi ha bisogno” [Help us help those in need]

% CARRELLD
SOLIDALE

Source: “Il Riformista” (31/03/2020) - Retrivied April 7, 2022 from:
https://www.ilriformista.it/parte-la-spesa-sospesa-le-municipalita-di-napoli-in-

campo-contro-la-crisi-nessuno-e-solo-73021/

195



Fig. 6 — “Chi puo metta — Chi non puo prenda”

[Those who can put - Those who cannot take]

CHi oo ye 174
CHI Mo Mo
BeENDPA
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HETTA
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Source: “ANSA” (30/03/2020) - Retrivied April 7, 2022 from:
https://www.ansa.it/campania/notizie/2020/03/30/panaro-solidale-per-i-

bisognosi_2680ac26-8714-4f58-baf0-139c6e7ae2bb.html
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7.4. The Covid-19 pandemic narrative of newspapers and Twitter in Italy as
a tool to promote “egoistic relationships”

If these cases given above can be traced back to “altruistic relationships”, there
was no lack of examples in Italy (but also in the rest of the world), in the same
period as the spread of Covid-19 disease, of phenomena or attitudes traceable to
“egoistic relationships”. These all fall within the sphere of communication carried
out both through the old media and the new media. In the following, some examples
of these dynamics are given, starting with the narrative that has been made of the
spread of the virus (Boccia Artieri & Farci, 2021).

The question posed is: What happened with the narrative of the pandemic? And
what happened with the narrative of the Covid-19 pandemic in Italy?

While narrative has a very high degree of rhetoric inherent in it (Phelan, 1996) -
certainly accentuated by the forms of communication adopted - it does promote
debate, but not on all issues concerning the pandemic and certainly not in all places.
Storytelling is part of social life and this is an inescapable fact. Another inescapable
element is its conceptual ambiguity, which often produces 'perverse effects'
(Boudon, 1977): there is conflict in it. In the case of the “pandemic”, the narrative
mobilises globally but this has a local appropriation: “The globalization of
communication has not eliminated the localized character of appropriation but
rather has created a new kind of symbolic axis in the modem world” (Thompson,
1995, p. 174).

Narrative thus comes in two forms: knowledge and communication (Mangone,
2022b). As a mode of knowledge, since the “cognitive” process does not consist in
the purely mechanical recording of information but it reorganises, reworks,
represents and interprets, knowledge. It is the result of an active process of
construction, and as a mode of communication, since it develops a system of
symbols and meanings shared by a community or a certain part of it that thinks and
acts on the basis of these symbols and meanings. And since knowledge enables the
development of systems of ideas and communication their dissemination, one can
well understand how narrative takes on a central role in promoting social change

and thus also in promoting “altruistic relationships” or “egoistic relationships”. In
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particular, two illustrative cases are presented, that of newspapers (old media) and
that of the social network Twitter (new media).

The reality that emerged in the first months of the spread of the virus in Italy led
to the hypothesis that in the action taken (by institutions and individuals) there was
no operating and clear awareness of the problem in terms of the pandemic
emergency (Donato, 2020) and of the health risk (Mangone, 2021c) that entire
populations were running (and in fact did run). Only after the first cases in Europe
was it confirmed that there was a strong need to tackle the problem decisively by
orienting communication and forms of narrative towards containing the contagion,
but in the early months communication went in the opposite direction.

In light of this, it was only natural that an infodemic (Debanjan & Meena, 2021)
or sensationalist information (at best) was produced by the media regarding the
pandemic, which tended firstly to blame the Chinese population and then the
patients who were considered “untors” (Villa et al., 2020). This brings us back to
the reflection on the narrative which, in a situation of high involvement of emotions,
values and sociocultural resources, must assume a function such that it does not
create moral panic (Cohen, 2002) but tends to modify attitudes and useful lifestyles
(in this case to reduce the risk of contagion).

The media narrative has also reflexively become the narrative of the pandemic
of individuals outlining a scenario that has taken on the character of a real clash,
referring back to the semantic and metaphorical sphere of the enemy to be fought
and of war (Martinez-Brawley & Gualda, 2020). As Ricceur (1984) makes clear,
metaphor is a mimesis, i.e. it is the imitation of an action (a metaphor for reality)
and - in particular what he refers to as mimesisz - concerns the narrative function of
integrating information acquired from the external world by transforming it into the
world of the text or the verb through the composition of different and multiple
events. Add to this that, as De Fina and Georgakopoulou (2008) state,
understanding narrative as social practice always implies a great deal of attention
to the different levels of analysis that start from the local level of interaction
(community) as the place of articulation of phenomena that, however, can find their

explanation and understanding beyond it.
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7.4.1. Newspapers narratives: the metaphor of the enemy and war

The emergency due to the pandemic has appeared as the expression of a problem
of social order and control, but also the testimony of a dramatic human condition
experienced both by health workers and by the population (obviously in a
differentiated manner) which, once inserted in the circuit of the media narrative or
not, can have the capacity to arouse emotional reactions in public opinion with the
consequent positively (altruism) or negatively (egoism) oriented actions. This
emergency is thus framed and interpreted in a twofold frame (Goffman, 1974): on
the one hand, there is the daily narrative of the evolution that refers to the theme of
individual and collective (public) health, to the virus capable of affecting everyone
indiscriminately, producing in public opinion a greater recognition and perception
of themselves as being at risk; on the other hand, the use of expressions such as
siege, truce, enemy and war may have helped to promote a key reading suggesting
the idea that the emergency could be recognised as a “war” against an invisible
enemy.

This is what emerged from the analysis of the front pages of Italian newspapers
using the methodology described in Chapter III (Research steps and methodology),
which takes into consideration — in brief — these three aspects: 1) the way in which
the front pages of the newspapers are constructed: space dedicated to the news
(centre page, side, bottom), the presence of photographs and any in-depth analysis;
2) the time factor, the diachronic analysis of the media treatment allows us to
identify any variations in interest or in the way the news is represented; 3) the way
in which the headlines are constructed.

As already mentioned in the Chapter III, the newspapers examined are
representative of both the national territory and the different political orientations
(in alphabetical order: Corriere del Mezzogiorno edizione della Campania,
Corriere della Sera, il Fatto Quotidiano, il manifesto, Il Sole 24 Ore, L’Osservatore
Romano, la Repubblica, e Libero) and the time frame considered was the so-called
Phase 1 (21 February-3 May 2020). This is the period from the identification of the
first infected person to the day when the real first lockdown is called (Mangone,

2021a), while the entire subsequent period was named Phase2 and saw the focus
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mainly on political aspects (i.e., how to definitively exit the emergency and
relaunch the economy and tourism) and those of a health nature concerned the
vaccination campaign.

To give an idea of these newspapers, as an illustration, all the front pages of the
newspapers examined are reproduced on the following pages of the thesis (Fig. 7-
14). To be precise, these are the front pages of 22 February 2020, the day after the
official detection of the first infection, which in fact also coincides with the first
SARS-CoV-2 infected victim. The headlines are in red and with the exception of
the Vatican City newspaper (L 'Osservatore Romano) all open the front page with

news about the spread of the virus and some with full-page photos.
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Fig. 7 — Front page, Corriere del Mezzogiorno
“Coronavirus, la grande paura «assedia» anche Napoli”

[Coronavirus, the great fear «besieges» Naples too]
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Fig. 8 — Front page, Corriere della Sera
“Il virus in Italia: un morto in Veneto”

[The virus in Italy: one death in Veneto]
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Fig. 9 — Front page, I/ Fatto Quotidiano
“Il virus ¢ in Italia: 17 infettati, paesi deserti e rissa politica”

[The virus is in Italy: 17 infected, deserted villages and political brawl]
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Fig. 10 — Front page, il Manifesto
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Fig. 11 — Front page, I/ Sole 24 Ore
“Virus in Italia, quarantena per S0mila”

[Virus in Italy, quarantine for 50,000]
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Fig. 13 — Front page, la Repubblica
“Virus, il Nord nella paura”

[Virus, the North in fear]
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Fig. 14

— Fron page, Libero

“Vade retro virus”

[Vade retro virus]
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This way of narrating the pandemic in Phase 1 fuelled a climate of fear and
insecurity and, more generally, a sense of mistrust towards others already present
due to “conspiracy” theories (Gualda & Ruas, 2019; Gualda et al., 2021; Douglas,
2021) fuelled by fake news (Orso et al., 2020; Rocha, 2021) that the virus was built
in a laboratory in Wuham the Chinese city in Hubei province from where it then
spread.

This has proved to be the case in various places around the world, in fact, it has

been observed

clear commonalities among different countries and political leaders when
resorting to the war metaphor to serve their respective causes. Political leaders
all became concerned about infodemic, as an expression of a globalized
culture. While disinformation and disinformation have been around in all
wars, the ease with which they can be spread now is unmatched. There is a
fundamental challenge for all leaders to control this harmful new
development. Most people were familiar with the disinformation of the old
wartime of human spies, but this new menace of ‘fake news’ is more
ubiquitous and elusive to combat (Martinez-Brawley & Gualda, 2020, pp.
269-270).

The media representation (Pdez & Pérez, 2020) of the emergency by the print
media, in particular, relates to a more general issue, that of uncertainty, which in
this case may have contributed to accelerating a generalised sense of insecurity and
alarm (Cohen, 2002) by widening the socio-cultural distances between individuals
who were all seen as “potential untors” - think of the hate attacks on runners or dog
owners who necessarily had to leave their homes. If, in fact, the nature of the
emergency is considered neutral, neutral was not the narrative. Rather, the
impossibility of physically identifying an “enemy” to fight against appears evident,
but on the contrary, precisely because of its invisibility, it manifests itself in a
pervasive and for that reason everywhere and is not perceivable.

The narrative of the press thus focuses on attributing the label of 'enemy' to

something (in this case, the virus), recalling that aspect of the social irrationality of
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the scapegoat (Girard, 1986) that certainly does not generate positive or altruistic
relations, but rather generates a hunt for the “potential untors” (scapegoat) that
inevitably produces selfish relations. In this type of interpretative dynamic there is
the ambiguity that drives individuals to give irrational social explanations for their
attitudes. The attribution of a false guilt to a subject or a group defined as 'enemies'
falls fully within this logic, one thinks of the discriminatory actions against
individuals of Chinese origin who, at the beginning of the spread of the virus, were
considered 'anointers' and, that is, spreaders of the virus. The ritual procedures
adopted are an indicator of the social and political structures of a community and
the narratives were the tool through which to construct the 'invisible enemy' to be
fought: “Claiming to be bolstering safety yet feeding fear, politicians cite a vast
threat from an invisible enemy. As in actual war, they deem collateral damage to
be unfortunate but inevitable” (Tisdall, 2020). Crisis situations are above all crises
of the social and, therefore, one is driven to explain and interpret them through
social causes as a war to be fought against an enemy. Crisis situations are above all
social crises and, therefore, one is driven to explain and interpret them through
social causes as a war to be fought against an enemy. As the Italian newspapers did,
as shown by some of their front pages (Fig. 15-17) published during the Phase 1
that used terms typical of a conflict condition (e.g. siege, truce, etc.), in red in the
figures.

This example documents how the narratives constructed around the Covid-19
pandemic (not only by the media but also by individuals) are descriptive tools for
understanding the processuality and mechanisms of functioning and construction
of the category of the “invisible enemy” (Sowden, Borgstrom & Selman, 2021).
Words, images, videos and anything else used for storytelling influenced the
construction of shared representations as they produced a symbolic mediation that

provided identification models on which to base social interactions and actions.
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Fig. 15 - il Fatto Quotidiano, Febraury 23, 2020
“Virus, nord Italia in stato d’assedio”

[Virus, Northern Italy under siege]
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Fig. 16 - la Repubblica, March 13, 2020
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Fig. 17 - il manifesto, March 18, 2020
“L’assedio”
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7.4.2. The ambivalence of narratives in Twitter

What happened, however, with a social media such as Twitter requires a broader
analysis from a temporal point of view, which cannot be limited to Phase 1, but
must also include Phase 2. The methodology described in Chapter I1I was used to
analyse the tweets collected for the time period 1 January 2020-31 December 2022
(Phase 1 and Phase 2) and unlike the print media, Twitter users, as will be seen in
the description that follows, promoted a narrative that was ambivalent with a
propensity towards building positive relationships in Phase 1 that we can also
identify as "altruistic relationships" such as responsibility and solidarity, while in
Phase 2 it proposed a conflictual narrative favouring conflicting and, therefore,
negative relationships that can be traced back to “egoistic relationships”.

The analysis of the tweets was subdivided by calendar year (2020-2022) with a
focus on the time period that coincides with Phasel (21 February-3 May 2020) and
starts by considering the occurrence of four hashtags among those selected for the
query (Tab. 1) two of positive orientation (#andratuttobene
[#everythingwillbefine] and #iorestoacasa [#stayathome]) and two of negative

orientatiom (#novaccino [#novax] and #nomascherina [#nomask].

Tab. 1 - Occurrences of the selected hashtags

(years 2020-2022 and period February, 1 — May, 3)

ear ear ear Period
HASHTAG 5020 5021 gozz February, 1 —
May, 3 2020

#andratuttobene

. . 706 35 151 636
[#everythingwillbefine]
#iorestoacasa + (#stayathome) 4,560 82 93 3,706
#novaccino + (#novax) 149 8,625 64,675 34
#nomascherina + (#nomask) 42 35 395 0
Total hashtag 7,206 17,544 125,681 5,832
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The first thing that is evident is the exponential growth of the overall total of
tweets with the passage of years containing the hashtags of the query, but it is also
noticeable how their orientation actually changes regardless of the analysis of their
content (which is not the subject of this thesis, but of subsequent project phases)
and their graphical representation shows this trend very well.

In the first year of the pandemic, the most recurring hashtags were
#andratuttobene [#everythingwillbefine] and #iorestoacasa [#stayathome] (Graph.
1 and 2), with hashtag #iorestoacasa [#stayathome] preponderant in the Phase 1
period (February, 1 - May, 3 2020).

Graph 1 - Occurrences of the hashtag #andratuttobene - Years 2020-2022

#andratuttobene

2020 2021 2022

In particular, the hashtag #iorestoacasa seems to be accompanied by the

promotion of a sense of responsibility that fosters the development of attitudes

aimed at reducing contagion.
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Graph 2 - Occurrences of the hashtag #iorestoacasa - Years 2020-2022

#iorestoacasa + (#stayathome)

82 93

2020 2021 2022

Only two tweets among many are reported to exemplify this orientation:

Pasini, F. [@FiorenzaPasini]. (2020, 9 March). Con la nostra #responsabilita
oltre a salvare noi stessi possiamo salvare molti altri dal rischio concreto di
ammalarsi e non avere accesso alle cure mediche.

#COVID2019 #COVID2019italia #iorestoacasa #restiamoacasa
#RestoAcasa #coronavirus #9marzo [Tweet]. Twitter.

https://twitter.com/FiorenzaPasini/status/1237048570764767234

Galassi Immobiliare — San Vincenzo [@Galassi_Immob]. (2020, 13 March).
#RT @Fiaip: Rimaniamo a casa, con responsabilita, per tutelare la salute di
tutti! (¢ Fai la tua parte, contro il #Coronavirus, facciamo diventare
contagiose le buone prassi!!

#lorestoacasa  #unitisivince  #Agentilmmobiliari  [Tweet].  Twitter.

https://twitter.com/Galassi_Immob/status/1238462457888354304
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In Phase 2, on the other hand, as mentioned above, there is a general increase in
the number of tweets that have the coronavirus as their subject, but for the year
2021 (the year in which the vaccination campaign begins), the hashtag that
predominates is #novaccino [#novax] (8,625), which becomes dominant in 2022
(Graph. 3). The hasthag #nomascherina (Graph. 4), on the other hand, seems not to
have found much interest from Twitter users except in 2022, the year in which
people wanted to get out of the emergency for good and get rid of their individual

protection devices.

Graph 3 - Occurrences of the hashtag #novaccino + (#novax) - Years 2020-2022

#novaccino + (#novax)

64675

2020 2021 2022

This was accompanied by the construction of an anti-vaccine narrative that
translated into a “conspiracy” and “health dictatorship” narrative (Garzonio &
Nuvoli, 2022), effectively leading to two negative attitudes: on the one hand, the
establishment of a conflict between those in favour of the vaccine and those against
it, and on the other hand, the assumption of attitudes not oriented towards reducing

the spread of the virus by putting the health of others at risk, but also their own.
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Graph 4 - Occurrences of the hashtag #nomascherina + (#nomask)
Years 2020-2022

#nomascherina + (#nomask)

395

35

_ IS s

2020 2021 2022

Here again I give two examples:

Puente, D. [@DavidPuente]. (2021, 21 October). Forza Nuova e i NoVax? Di
sicuro fanno amicizia con complottisti che diffondono bufale. Un esempio?
Nicola Franzoni: durante la pandemia aveva alimentato le teorie del
complotto che vedevano i pazienti Covid uccisi per espiantare i loro organi.
[Tweet].

Twitter. https://twitter.com/DavidPuente/status/1451293167429591047

Carlyssa [@KarlyKleyn]. (2022, 4 January). #Inghilterra Diritti e liberta non
si toccano, basta restrizioni. Bisogna convivere con il #COVID In Italia, se
non ora, quando???

#NoMoreLockdowns #NoGreenPass #DittaturaNazisanitaria
#DittaturaSanitaria #Draghistan #Draghila #Speranza [Tweet].

Twitter. https://twitter.com/KarlyKleyn/status/1478328582665654273
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The general picture evoked suggests a scenario in which the perception of a state
of continuous tension is very strong and the effects of narratives influence the
perception of reality and of a social problem such as health risk. The spread of
contagion is considered first and foremost a threat to health (Phasel twitters show
this), but also to personal freedom and freedom of choice given the restrictions on
movement for each individual (from children to the elderly, no one excluded) and
the issue of compulsory vaccination. Undoubtedly, the Twitter narrative of Phase2
in Italy has led to the spread of orientations that in the logic of this thesis can be

defined as “egoistic relationships”.

7.5. Some concluding remarks

The cases that emerged from the three research segments and presented here
highlighted how social conditions contextual to and following an emergency phase,
such as those experienced as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, can be both
promoters of unprecedented forms of social solidarity and social support. In this
case, the example is that of the neighbourhood and neighbourhood shops that have
produced even unheard of relationships between individuals (social capital of
proximity characterised by trust) contributing to the construction of relationships
that can be identified in the case I have defined as “altruistic relationships”, as well
as being promoters of forms of conflict and hostility. In this case, the narrative of
the newspapers (the metaphor of war against an invisible enemy) and the narrative
that Twitter users made that took on a positive orientation towards others in Phase
1 and a negative orientation in Phase 2 are concrete cases of how systems of ideas
can reproduce themselves. They, in the case of the pandemic, pushed towards the
drift of denialism and conspiracy, leading to the conflict between individuals for
and against the vaccine (climate of distrust in science). The type of relationship
produced, in the latter case, can be identified in the case I have defined as “egoistic
relationship”.

In this logic, it would be desirable, on the one hand to build models of best

practices deriving from these forms of positive experiences (in this case the
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proximity relations). These models should be replicated in different territories and
for different targets of the most fragile sectors of the population that can support
the interventions of institutions from below. The replication of successful models
would reduce the many ineffectiveness of local welfare interventions, which are
often limited to material aspects only, and the establishment of community
governance (in cities the reference can be the neighbourhood) oriented towards the
common good; on the other hand, the reduction of conditions (such as forms of
narratives that produce conflict) that can then promote selfish-oriented attitudes.

In other words, in order to foster the development of “altruistic relationships”
as opposed to “egoistic relationships”, it is necessary to act on all those aspects of
society that are generators of relationships, starting with relations with neighbours
and ending with media communication (the examples presented are clear in this
regard). To overcome this dichotomy, it is necessary to foster the growth of trust in
order to minimise the conditions that can generate conflict and hatred, let us recall

the 'hunt' against Chinese or runners who are considered “untors”.
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CHAPTER VIII

CONCLUSIONS

Hatred is still one of the most powerful emotions of man and one of the most
efficient “motors” of human behavior. In an overwhelming majority of human
beings it cannot be quickly eliminated or even greatly weakened. It can,
however, be rechanneled for serving different “works” and “operations.”
Hitherto it has “powered” mainly interindividual and intergroup conflicts.
Instead of this function, its power can be used for extension of love and for
binding mankind into one solidary body. How? By redirecting the power of
hatred from its present channels of interindividual and intertribal conflicts
into a new “ pipe line ” serving the sacred war of humanity against the most
terrible, most implacable, eternal, and common enemies of every human
being, every group, and of the whole of mankind: against death, physical and
mental disease, gravest criminality, stupidity, ignorance, interhuman strife,
ugliness, poverty, fruitless suffering, nature’s calamities, interhuman hatred
itself, and a host of other forces inimical to every man’s creative growth and
everybody’s vital, mental, and moral well-being (Sorokin, 1954, pp. 464-
465).

The statement above seems to bear today’s date stamp — instead, it is more than

half a century old. Its topicality value, nevertheless, remains dizzyingly high. Using
a medical metaphor, Sorokin stated that sick humanity can find an effective cure in
the affirmation of “universal altruism”, which is an “antidote” (Sorokin, 1958b). In

his essay The Mysterious Energy of Love (1959), he argued that, although he had

little knowledge of this energy and how it is produced and used, such glimpse was

enough to claim that the “grace of love” is one of the three strongest energies known

to man (along with truth and beauty).

In the light of this and the information collected in this thesis, contemporary

society challenges researchers and humanity as a whole to shed new light on
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positive phenomena (gratitude, altruism, solidarity, cooperation, etc.). The
revitalisation of the research into positive phenomena cannot remain bound within
the limits of “humanism”. It must tend towards a new way of doing research,
privileging positive aspects.

Wanting to draw some conclusions based on the general objectives of this thesis
(GO1 and GO2) I can state that with respect to General Objectivel, i.e. the aim of
broadening knowledge around affirmative action is to try to elaborate a new
process-based idea of these two socio-cultural phenomena, this objective has been
achieved and not only through the application of the meta-theorisation method
which has made it possible to outline a new model that redefines egoism and
altruism as altruistic and selfish relationships, but also above all through the cases
presented in Chapter VII. This last chapter in fact represented the practical
application of what was expressed theoretically in the previous chapters: the
development of positive or negative actions depends on many factors that may be
more or less contingent (as in the case of the pandemic), but all of which can be
positively oriented starting with communication (we have seen the examples of the
pandemic narrative of Italian newspapers and tweets). And it is on these factors that
action must be taken to ensure that they are increasingly positively oriented to
influence individual and collective actions.

In this direction is what was the General Objective2 (GO2) of this thesis. With
regard to it, as far as my role as a researcher is concerned, I will continue to promote
studies that have as their object the different forms in which positive actions present
themselves and not only in the form of “altruistic relationships™ (solidarity,
cooperation, etc.).

Studies must be promoted that are not limited to analysing social phenomena in
their negative effects. These studies must contribute to the development of a new
paradigm that can be identified in what has been called: positive sociology or
positive psychology (Nichols, 2012; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Yogan,
2015). In turn, this new positive science can enrich the studies on the more human
part of the individual and the social (positive actions or pro-social actions).

Globalisation processes hindered the humanitarian ethos aimed at that

communicative interaction tending towards “understanding” between two subjects
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in action (relationship) who refer to each other and act considering their reciprocal
intentions, motivations, and expectations. Nor this ethos has found any support in
the social and human sciences — especially sociology and psychology — which, since
their very inception, have adopted a “negativistic” modus operandi. This way of
doing research brings out only negative or pathological phenomena (Sorokin, 1966)
without ever highlighting positive and healthy ones, with the justification that they
are not a problematic (negative) aspect of society but a regular aspect of human and
social events.

In conclusion, to study “altruistic relationships” and their effects we must
consider two necessary premises. First, we cannot neglect the dimensions of time
and space (social environment), crucial for social analysis (we have seen this, for
example, with Phasel and Phase2 of the pandemic narrative). They are also
distinctive and constitutive elements of the phenomenologies related to individual
relationships and daily experiences; in the second case, the past action is grasped as
something distinct from the experience: time is no longer unitary. Becoming aware
of this means that individuals are guided, in their actions/interactions, by the
temporal and spatial dimension (social and historical context). Second, we must
consider all three analytical levels of the social sciences (macro, meso, and micro).
However, since the object is the relationship, we should privilege the meso level:
interactions between the social system and the life-world understood as the set of
meanings and representations of culture. Bringing together these three analytical
levels entails an intellectual activity that goes beyond specialistic and “discipline-
related” points of view and methods of investigation (qualitative and quantitative).
The study of the forms of altruistic relationships (i.e., altruism, solidarity,
cooperation, gratitude, etc.) and egoistic relationships (i.e., hate speech, xenofobia,
etc.), and the related methodologies adopted must aim at integrating the subjective
and objective dimensions. What binds them together is the interpretation and
construction of reality through relationships between individuals — and between
individuals, society, and culture. Since individuals are agents of interaction (in the
world of everyday life and institutions), all these aspects must be read as a

correlation of interpretations instead of a mere response to a trigger.
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In the 21 century, social relations have become much more complex than in the
last century, hence the following conclusive reflections: 1) the study of altruism and
egoism cannot be penned within the boundaries of individual disciplines (sociology,
psychology, economics, etc.). These boundaries must be overcome to make room
for interdisciplinary approaches in a perspective of strong intersection between the
political, social, and psychological sciences, starting from meta-theoretical
analyses; 2) the categories “altruism” and “egoism” must be considered virtual, thus
scraped and replaced by “altruistic relationship” and “egoistic relationship”, which
encompass all those forms of expression of the relationship.

Human action must be understood as the most appropriate way to behave in
different situations and represents the mirror of relevant aspects found within the
context in which the situations take place. It resolves the dualism between “doing”
and “being” and the discords and frictions often resulting from social relations. The
relationality expressed through role-playing between the individual and the system
is essential against negative actions (see what happened in Italy during the most
critical phase of the pandemic). In such a context, the social sciences take on a
leading role. First, they redefine the paradigms connecting the life-world
(subjectivity and intersubjectivity) and the social system (organisational and
subjective structure). Second, they help the individual-social system relationship by
orienting the definition of needs, rights, and duties towards an ‘“ethics of

responsibility” that could foster more conditions for justice and social cohesion.
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CAPITULO VIII

CONCLUSIONES

El odio sigue siendo una de las emociones mas poderosas del hombre y uno
de los «motores» mas eficaces del comportamiento humano. En la inmensa
mayoria de los seres humanos no puede eliminarse rapidamente, ni siquiera
debilitarse en gran medida. Sin embargo, puede reconducirse para servir a
diferentes “tareas” y “operaciones”. Hasta ahora, ha “alimentado”
principalmente los conflictos interindividuales e intergrupales. En lugar de
esta funcion, puede utilizarse su poder para extender el amor y unir a la
humanidad en un conjunto solidario. ;Como? Redirigiendo el poder del odio
desde sus canales de conflictos interindividuales e intertribales actuales
hacia una nueva «canalizaciony que sirva a la guerra sagrada de la
humanidad contra los enemigos mads terribles, mas implacables, eternos y
comunes de cada ser humano, de cada grupo y de toda la humanidad: contra
la muerte, las enfermedades fisicas y mentales, la criminalidad mas grave, la
estupidez, la ignorancia, las luchas interpersonales, la fealdad, la pobreza,
el sufrimiento infructuoso, las calamidades de la naturaleza, el propio odio
interpersonal y un sinfin de otras fuerzas contrarias al crecimiento creativo
de cada hombre y al bienestar vital, mental y moral de todos (Sorokin, 1954,

pp. 464-465).

La afirmacion anterior parece llevar fecha de hoy, pero tiene mas de medio siglo.
Su actualidad, sin embargo, sigue siendo vertiginosamente significativa. Utilizando
una metafora médica, Sorokin afirmé que la humanidad enferma puede encontrar
una cura eficaz en la afirmacion del “altruismo universal”, que es un “antidoto”

(Sorokin, 1958b). En su ensayo The Mysterious Energy of Love [La misteriosa
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energia del amor] (1959), sostenia que, aunque tenia escasos conocimientos sobre
esta energia y sobre como se produce y utiliza, tal atisbo era suficiente para afirmar
que la “grace of love” [“gracia del amor™] es una de las tres energias mas fuertes
que el hombre conoce (junto con la verdad [truth] y la belleza [beauty]).

A la luz de esto y de la informacion recogida en esta tesis, la sociedad
contemporanea reta a los investigadores y a la humanidad en su conjunto a arrojar
nueva luz sobre los fendomenos positivos (gratitud, altruismo, solidaridad,
cooperacion, etc.). La revitalizacion de la investigacion sobre los fendmenos
positivos no puede permanecer dentro de los limites del “humanismo”. Debe tender
hacia una nueva forma de investigar, privilegiando los aspectos positivos.

Para los fines de plantear conclusiones a partir de lo que fueron los objetivos
generales trazados al inicio de esta tesis (OG1 y OG2) puedo afirmar que con
respecto al Objetivo General 1, es decir, el objetivo de ampliar los conocimientos
en torno a la discriminacion positiva es intentar elaborar una nueva idea procesual
de estos dos fendmenos socioculturales, este objetivo se ha alcanzado y no so6lo
mediante la aplicacion del método de metateorizacion que ha permitido esbozar un
nuevo modelo que redefine el egoismo y el altruismo como relaciones altruistas y
egoistas, sino también sobre todo a través de los ejemplos presentados en el
Capitulo VII. Este ultimo capitulo representaba de hecho la aplicacion practica de
lo expresado tedricamente en los capitulos anteriores: el desarrollo de acciones
positivas o negativas depende de muchos factores que pueden ser mas o menos
contingentes (como en el caso de la pandemia), pero todos pueden orientarse
positivamente empezando por la comunicaciéon (hemos visto los ejemplos de la
narrativa de la pandemia de los periddicos y tuits italianos). Y es sobre estos
factores sobre los que debemos actuar para que se orienten cada vez mas
positivamente para influir en las acciones individuales y colectivas.

En esta direccion se situa el Objetivo General 2 (OG2). En referencia al mismo,
para lo que se refiere a mi papel de investigador, seguiré promoviendo estudios
enfocados sobre las diferentes formas mediante las cuales las acciones positivas se
presentan no solo en la forma de “relaciones altruistas” (solidaridad, cooperacion,

etc.).
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Hay que promover estudios que no se limiten a analizar los fendmenos sociales
en sus efectos negativos. Estos estudios deben contribuir al desarrollo de un nuevo
paradigma que puede identificarse en lo que se ha denominado: sociologia positiva
o psicologia positiva (Nichols, 2012; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Yogan,
2015). A su vez, esta nueva ciencia positiva puede enriquecer los estudios sobre la
parte mas humana de lo individual y lo social (acciones positivas o acciones
prosociales).

Los procesos de globalizacion obstaculizaron el ethos humanitario orientado a
esa interaccion comunicativa tendente al “entendimiento” entre dos sujetos en
accion (relacion) que se refieren el uno al otro y actian considerando sus
intenciones, motivaciones y expectativas reciprocas. Este ethos tampoco ha
encontrado apoyo en las ciencias sociales y humanas -especialmente la sociologia
y la psicologia- que, desde sus inicios, han adoptado un modus operandi
“negativista”. Esta forma de hacer investigacion pone de relieve Unicamente los
fendémenos negativos o patologicos (Sorokin, 1966) sin destacar nunca los positivos
y saludables, con la justificacion de que no son un aspecto problematico (negativo)
de la sociedad, sino un aspecto habitual de los acontecimientos humanos y sociales.

En conclusion, para estudiar las “relaciones altruistas” y sus efectos debemos
tener en cuenta dos premisas necesarias. En primer lugar, no podemos descuidar las
dimensiones de tiempo y espacio (entorno social), cruciales para el analisis social
(como por ejemplo se ha evidenciado en la Etapa 1 y Etapa 2 de la narracion de la
pandemia). También son elementos distintivos y constitutivos de las
fenomenologias conectadas con las relaciones individuales y las experiencias
cotidianas; en el segundo caso, la accidon pasada se capta como algo distinto de la
experiencia: el tiempo ya no es unitario. Tomar conciencia de ello significa que los
individuos estan guiados, en sus acciones/interacciones, por la dimension temporal
y espacial (contexto social e historico). En segundo lugar, debemos considerar los
tres niveles analiticos de las ciencias sociales (macro, meso y micro). Sin embargo,
dado que el objeto es la relacion, debemos privilegiar el nivel meso: las
interacciones entre el sistema social y el mundo de la vida entendido como el
conjunto de significados y representaciones de la cultura. Reunir estos tres niveles

analiticos supone una actividad intelectual que va mas alla de los puntos de vista y
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métodos de investigacion (cualitativos y cuantitativos) especializados y
“disciplinares”. El estudio de las formas de relacion altruista (altruismo,
solidaridad, cooperacion, gratitud, etc.) y egoista (discurso del odio, xenofobia,
etc.), asi como las metodologias que se adopten al respecto, deben aspirar a integrar
las dimensiones subjetiva y objetiva. Lo que las une es la interpretacion y
construccion de la realidad a través de las relaciones entre individuos, y entre
individuos, sociedad y cultura. Dado que los individuos son agentes de interaccion
(en el mundo de la vida cotidiana y las instituciones), todos estos aspectos deben
leerse como una correlacion de interpretaciones en lugar de una mera respuesta a
un desencadenante.

En el siglo XXI, las relaciones sociales se han vuelto mucho mas complejas que
en el siglo pasado, de ahi las siguientes reflexiones concluyentes: 1) el estudio del
altruismo y el egoismo no puede encerrarse dentro de los limites de disciplinas
individuales (sociologia, psicologia, economia, etc.). Estas fronteras deben
superarse para dar cabida a enfoques interdisciplinares en una perspectiva de fuerte
interseccion entre las ciencias politicas, sociales y psicologicas, a partir de analisis
metatedricos; 2) las categorias “altruismo” y “egoismo” deben considerarse
virtuales, por lo que deben desecharse y sustituirse por “relacion altruista” y
“relacion egoista”, que engloban todas aquellas formas de expresion de la relacion.

La accion humana debe entenderse como la forma més adecuada de comportarse
en diferentes situaciones y representa el espejo de los aspectos relevantes que se
encuentran en el contexto en el que se producen las situaciones. Resuelve el
dualismo entre “hacer” y “ser” y las discordias y fricciones que a menudo se derivan
de las relaciones sociales. La relacionalidad expresada a través del juego de roles
entre el individuo y el sistema es esencial contra las acciones negativas (véase lo
ocurrido en Italia durante la fase mas critica de la pandemia). En tal contexto, las
ciencias sociales asumen un papel protagonista. En primer lugar, redefinen los
paradigmas que conectan el mundo de la vida (subjetividad e intersubjetividad) y
el sistema social (estructura organizativa y subjetiva). En segundo lugar, ayudan a
la relacion individuo-sistema social orientando la definicidon de necesidades,
derechos y deberes hacia una “ética de la responsabilidad” que podrian fomentar

mas condiciones para la justicia y la cohesion social.
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CHAPTER IX

FUTURE LINES OF RESEARCH

The new research designs on “altruistic and egoistic relationships” are a
laboratory for methodological experimentation. Analytical activities should not be
limited to scientific research on the topics but should also constitute a mechanism
for facilitating and accompanying social change. Social science methods do not
merely reproduce the phenomena they study. They contribute, to a greater or lesser
extent, to their construction. Due to the very nature of the object of study (as we
cannot reduce relationships to numbers or tests), research activities must be able to
identify the “altruistic and egoistic relationship” in terms of behaviour, lifestyles,
and cultural models (the examples given in Chapter VII amply demonstrated this).

One cannot understand the life of individuals without understanding society (and
vice versa). Individuals need a quality of mind that helps them use information to
synthesize — unambiguously — what is happening or can happen to themselves and
the world. For researchers, the same is true; among other things, they find
themselves in a dual role (Valsiner, 2017), that of citizens and researchers, so it is
no longer sufficient to possess that quality of mind which helps them use
information to synthesise — unambiguously — what is happening and can happen to
the individual and the world (the sociological imagination, see Mills, 1959). The
challenge of the continuous changes in society, increasingly moving towards
globalisation, calls for a “reinvention” — particularly of sociology — in the form of
a “new sociological imagination” (Fuller, 2006; Solis-Gadea, 2005) to contribute
to the discovery of the human being as an interacting being. Methodologically
grounded observation can lay the foundations for an integrated system of
knowledge derived from an integral social science: “redefine the paradigms of
sociology and other social sciences in a direction that keeps together the different
dimensions (macro, meso, and micro)” (Mangone, 2018a, p. 86). The door to free

and autonomous scientific reflection must be kept open.
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In the light of what has been clarified in this thesis and for the cases given, some
lines of research can be explored, but it should, however, be made clear that the
general design of the research must necessarily frame the cultural and political
context, not disdaining aspects linked to intragenerational and intergenerational
processes that can, in situations of crisis or normal conditions, support forms of
relationships oriented towards altruism rather than egoism.

Below we briefly describe two lines of research that can be planned and

implemented in the near future:

Line of Research 1: one tending to identify the factors that, through the different
forms of proximity relationships (here we have seen two of them: neighbourhood
and proximity trades), can influence the attitudes and actions of individuals towards
both positive and negative actions in order to build tools tending to strengthen the
factors that most influence positive actions. In this thesis, relationship and
communication are factors that certainly influence the actions of individuals and,
therefore, research paths should be set in motion to investigate the dynamics that
these generate in contemporary society;

Line of Research 2: a second line of research, consequent on the first, relates to
the construction of a repertoire of best practices to be replicated in different socio-

cultural contexts.
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