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Abstract
The book Beyond the Dichotomy Between Altruism and Egoism (Mangone in Charlotte, 
NC: Information Age Publishing Inc., 2020a) raised compelling comments by distin-
guished scholars. Some of them were, in my opinion, particularly poignant, highlighting 
both strengths and weaknesses of the elements addressed in the book. I aim to answer 
the remarks by Roberto Cipriani, Estrella Gualda, Ratiba Hadj-Moussa, Adrian Scribano, 
and Nikolay Zyuzev. I will leave the strengths aside and focus instead on the aspects that 
most attracted the reflections of the commentators, which I can summarise in three macro 
areas: 1) the centrality of the relationship; 2) responsibility and choices; and, finally, 3) 
the role of sociology. I will attempt to get to the heart of these areas with a theoretical sys-
tematization, providing a general answer to the remarks as well as addressing the specific 
points raised by each commentator.

Keywords Altruism · Relationship · Ethics of Responsibility · Choice · Sociology · 
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Writing a book is always a meditated and troubling choice. Deciding to draft Beyond 
the Dichotomy Between Altruism and Egoism (Mangone, 2020a) may have been a 
form of academic isolation – or even masochism. It is particularly true in Europe 
where, excluding the research and studies proposed by the scholars of the Mouve-
ment Anti-Utilitariste dans les Sciences Sociales (MAUSS)1 in France, this topic is 
almost totally absent - it is, however, much stronger in the United States and Latin 
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America (see Jeffries et  al., 2006; Nichols, 2012). The last century was still roll-
ing when Sorokin (1966) pointed out that the social sciences, particularly sociology, 
seemed focused on negative phenomena rather than positive ones – such as altru-
ism, cooperation, solidarity, et similia. Today, this modus operandi does not seem 
much changed, despite the pandemic-induced crisis - due to the spread of the SARS-
CoV-2 virus - whose global fallout requires collective responses.

The above-mentioned book met with generous interest and received several 
reviews (Maldonado, 2020; Zyuzev, 2020; Guadarrama-González, 2021). Their 
thought-provoking content compelled me to further fuel the debate with some col-
leagues who offered criticisms and suggestions. I wish to thank Roberto Cipriani 
(Italy), Estrella Gualda (Spain), Ratiba Hadj-Moussa (Canada), Adrian Scribano 
(Argentina), and Nikolay Zyuzev (Russian Federation), and Lawrence Nichols who, 
as Editor-in-Chief, took on the task of organising the symposium and guiding us 
through all the journal procedures.

The essays reveal both strengths and weaknesses in some of the essential features 
discussed in the book. Leaving aside the strengths, I will focus on the elements that 
most attracted the commentators’ interest as aspects to be further explored or clari-
fied. I can summarise them in three macro areas: 1) the centrality of the relationship 
(Roberto Cipriani, Ratiba Hadj-Moussa, and Adrian Scribano); 2) responsibility and 
choices (Estrella Gualda and Nikolay Zyuzev); and, finally, 3) the role of sociology 
(Estrella Gualda). In the following pages, I will try to get to the heart of these fields 
and attempt a theoretical systematization. I will offer both a general response and 
answer specific points raised by the commentators.

Relationships as Reciprocity Between Individuals

The lead-off is that, in contemporary society, we must consider altruism and egoism 
as unhooked from the elements that tied them (almost) exclusively to either human 
nature or mere economic aspects (Mangone, 2020b). Their role in everyday life and 
individual subjectivity needs further investigation to better explain and understand 
both their dynamics and outcomes. And yet, not all individuals or communities can 
activate capacities to respond (reflection) to situations that require altruistic rela-
tionships. The term “activation” underscores the subject’s active role in determin-
ing the causes or premises of events that affect behaviour. Speaking of “pro-action”, 
which becomes pro-social behaviour if it refers to others - as mentioned by Cipriani 
(2021), means acknowledging that even the very possibilities for action offered by 
the social context ultimately fall under individual responsibility. Individuals often 
opt for re-action rather than pro-action, due to the absence or scarcity of those social 
relations that birth the processes of reflexivity allowing for conscious and responsi-
ble decision-making.

I believe that one should not speak of altruism or egoism but of relationships that 
can be altruistic or egoistic. To better clarify this, I will try to construct a theoretical 
model by applying Douglas (1970) two-dimensional grid-group model: autonomy/
subordination and individual/community. The model was created to order the logics 
adopted by groups and social groups regarding risk (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1983; 
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Schwarz & Thompson,  1990; Thompson et  al.,  1990). However, one can apply it 
to the altruism/egoism dichotomy by founding it on reflexivity (May & Perry, 
2017). This attempt to deconstruct – or, better, decompose – the relationship is cru-
cial because we cannot study altruism by focusing solely on individual personality. 
Every action with positive or negative effects is nothing more than a form of interac-
tion and, therefore, of social relationship between two or more parties – There is an 
I, a You, a We, and a They. I partly agree with Scribano when he says that a social 
relationship begins when “I” becomes “you” for another because that means being 
recognised. Therefore, at the basis of the relationship, there is always the recogni-
tion of each person as the other.

The cultural-symbolic approach I adopted throughout the book links lifeworld 
and social system, promoting a relationality-based interaction between individuals. 
It is no coincidence that, in my adaptation (Mangone, 2020a, p. 150) of Griswold’s 
diamond (1994, p. 15), the Lebenswelt (lifeworld) takes the place of the social world 
– as highlighted at length by Cipriani. Social relationships produce added value by 
constituting themselves as reciprocal actions (between individual actors or collec-
tive actors) that breed the order of reality (shared social space). The latter requires 
a negotiation between human subjectivity and social systems or, better, between the 
various means offered by the social system to achieve the goals that refer to the 
cultural system (Merton, 1968). Reflexivity is related to the order of reality of the 
social relationship. It is a guide to close this cycle with structural elaboration and 
reproduction. It is neither subjective nor structural – nor is it enough for produc-
ing knowledge on what individuals do, think, and experience in a relational context. 
This knowledge is an emerging effect of the interaction between specific forms of 
doing and being of individuals; it bolsters the trust that leads to the construction 
of relationships between individuals in a hetero-directional perspective. Reflexivity 
allows individuals to orient themselves about the reality emerging from their interac-
tions, which can reflect on themselves since it transcends the powers of individuals 
and/or the collective. Reflexivity is necessary for the structural and symbolic media-
tion between means/goals, and between the doing/being of individuals by combin-
ing self- and hetero-perception. Furthermore, social relationships are affected by the 
autonomy/subordination and individual/community factors in the grid-group model. 
These features determine the different forms of social organization to which corre-
spond distinct forms of recognition.

Reflexivity constitutes the phase in which all the interacting elements elaborate 
and structurally reproduce the significant interactions linked to a condition that gen-
erates – or at least can generate – altruistic relationships or egoistic relationships 
based on the creation of conditions of trust (Gambetta, 1988; Fukuyama, 1995) or 
distrust (Mutti, 2007). The construction process of trust conditions involves both the 
social and the individual dimension. On the one hand, cultural and ethical changes 
increasingly distance individuals from common and shared goals and objectives 
(generated by individualistic and markedly competitive approaches). On the other 
hand, individuals experience continuous changes, suffering their consequences with-
out being their prime architects – see Beck (1994) when he stresses the aspects that 
characterize the individualization of human life. Therefore, to engage with others 
is mainly to bet on their positive action and attribute trust, from which descend the 
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altruistic relationships (altruism, solidarity, cooperation, gratitude, gift, etc.). Other-
wise, one will attribute distrust, generating egoistic relationships (selfishness, utility, 
competition, ingratitude, etc.).

In my book, I raised the following question: Is it possible to reach conditions that 
foster trust and, consequently, altruistic relationships? The optimistic answer is yes. 
However, further investigation is needed, not least to address Ratiba Hadj-Moussa’s 
remark that I overlooked the role of institutions and some aspects of Durkheim’s 
division of labour (Hadj-Moussa, 2021).

How can one guarantee these necessary conditions? The answer is twofold. First, 
by mobilizing the resources, relationships, and opportunities that the social actor can 
express. The social actor “is not someone who acts in accordance with the position he 
occupies, but someone who modifies the material and, above all, social environment 
in which he finds himself by transforming the division of labour, modes of decision-
making, relations of domination or cultural orientations” (Touraine, 1995/1992, p. 
208). A partial answer to Hadj-Moussa’s criticism is thus this: social actors are the 
main characters in these transformations, and they can be anyone, regardless of their 
role in the division of labour (they could equally be a teacher or a worker). Second, 
through social capital (Coleman, 1990), referring to the social context and a change 
in the relationships between individuals to facilitate action. Social capital consists of 
processes of informal and formal reciprocity; they follow rules that define the form, 
content, and boundaries of exchanges. The relationships are the product – intentional 
or unintentional – of social investment strategies aimed at the constitution and repro-
duction of long-lasting social ties that can provide material and symbolic profits. 
Both Zyuzev (2021) and Gualda (2021) offered examples, the former with the protest 
movements in Russia and the latter with the reception of refugees in Mediterranean 
countries.

It follows that the altruistic relationships develop when exchanges aim at the 
continuous search for well-being in a situation of consciousness and responsibil-
ity – individual and collective. In this way, altruistic relationships are no longer an 
abstract concept. They become a social place originating reciprocity between indi-
viduals. Such reciprocity stems from reflexivity, which promotes trust and bears 
towards the common good. Individual attitudes, however, are not always positively 
oriented towards others. Indeed, diversity is often considered not a resource but a 
constraint on everyday life and a threat to the future (mistrust). These conditions of 
mistrust are pivotal for the processes of symbolic mediation and identity negotiation 
(Dubar, 2003). Therefore, they are also paramount in the life project of individuals. 
Education and socialisation processes take on a central role: through them, we gain 
positive reassurance in imagining our future in reciprocity with others.

Beyond the hic et nunc: The Ethics of Responsibility

When looking closely at the above-described processes, one cannot but lose any 
previous belief that the market is the primary cause of stable relationships within 
a community. Social capital has an inherent interpretation of holistic development 
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insofar as it does not stop at economic aspects but directly involves individuals, 
stimulating their central role through actions that lead to sharing a path to achieve a 
common objective.

The cultural-symbolic model that I employed for the social construal dynamics of 
altruism and egoism goes beyond the economic and naturalistic logic that previously 
marked the study of these interactions (see the theory of rational choice suggested 
by Zyuzev). However, this model acknowledges that individual attitude can be 
active (doing something) and responsible (choice and attribution of blame). In other 
words, not to have too rigid an interpretative model, we need a structure that ensures 
accountability, evidence-based practice, and action that in the long term guarantees 
a balance between goals and means. These are priority aspects, as altruistic rela-
tionships rest mainly on the trust and consensus that the community, often opposed 
to the political system, can still claim to have within society.

Every society establishes its hierarchy of values. However, the perceptions under-
pinning its construction may not correspond to measurable values, nor represent 
individual decisions. Nowadays, attention has moved towards quality-of-life related 
needs, due to both the influence of the mass media and the general increase in well-
being (Mangone, 2017). We thus shift from an approach reducing actions to mere 
economic aspects to one focused on the overall interactions between all relevant 
variables (economic, social, and cultural). Actions are deflected from rational choice 
to be oriented instead towards solidarity-based efforts. The theory of rational choice 
does not apply in connection with the future because it relies on the hic et nunc. 
One looks at the present or, at most, to possible perspectives in the near future. The 
everyday environment of an individual experiencing a health-related emergency – as 
in the case of the COVID-pandemic – is divided into distinct problems. “The ability 
to acquire knowledge on the surrounding situations and the environment is neces-
sary both to facilitate the creation of alternatives and to estimate the possible con-
sequences, allowing the individual to preserve the image of that part of the world 
involved in her decisions. The individual, then, sets her decisions (and her actions) 
based on that image. Her choices should not aim at her personal well-being but at 
that of every individual in the community” (Mangone, 2021, p. 5). Crisis prompts 
the individual “to continue its predatory policies of individual and tribal selfishness 
that lead it to its inevitable doom, or to embark upon the policies of universal soli-
darity that brings humanity to the aspired for heaven on the earth. It is up to every 
one of us which of the two roads we prefer to choose” (Sorokin, 1954, p. 489). This 
is where what I call the ethics of responsibility comes in. Almost all commentators 
interpreted this concept differently: Cipriani quotes Ricœur (1992/1990), reiterating 
the relationship between identity and time; Estrella Gualda refers to the institutional 
responsibility of governmental and non-governmental bodies; Scribano censures the 
failure to overcome the Weberian vision of responsibility and, finally, Zyuzev argues 
that the theory of rational choice seems to respond well to the demands of the ethics 
of responsibility. Ethics, which has marked the lives of human beings since ancient 
times, is the set of objective and rational foundations that make it possible to dis-
tinguish human behaviour into good, just, or morally licit on the one hand and evil 
or morally inappropriate on the other. These principles, or their pursuit, are usu-
ally divided into secular and religious (chiefly Christian), allowing individuals to 
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manage their freedom, especially its limits – to avoid infringing the right to exist-
ence of other beings. Contrasting secular ethics with religious ethics on issues 
related to altruism and/or egoism would thus be superficial. I will, therefore, refrain 
from speculation and conjecture based on such opposition, which would result in an 
approximate, worthless picture. Hence the need for public ethics, and specifically 
the ethics of responsibility. It relies neither on individual morality nor on collec-
tive ethics (secular or religious) but represents the vision of the world that is being 
transformed.

“The ethics of responsibility is far removed from both hyper-subjectivism 
and objectivism. It seeks intersubjective and intercultural values that help 
the dialogue between the different positions aimed at the collective good” 
(Mangone, 2020a, p. 183). Everyone can follow the ethics of responsibility 
and thus guarantee the collective good. The problem is that all moral rules 
know exceptions, hence the need to identify the dominant behavioural prin-
ciple among the conflicting ones. A new contrast thus emerges 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”.

Going beyond Weber’s interpretation of this conflict (Weber, 1919) and con-
sidering the role of institutions, we can frame the question in terms of negotiation 
between individual freedom and responsible freedom. This, however, presupposes 
the correct application of vertical and horizontal subsidiarity – where the former 
exists between institutions and the latter between institutions and civil society (indi-
vidual and collective subjects). Institutions (local, national, and international) have 
direct obligations and responsibilities and must guarantee the principles of solidar-
ity among citizens, supporting civil society and connecting individual and collec-
tive responsibilities. At the same time, they must adequately supervise the system, 
guaranteeing impartiality and completeness of the interventions and services in the 
territory. In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, this latter role was markedly dis-
regarded. Individuals had to manage the emergency on their own, while the govern-
ment called for solidarity. This situation suggests the negotiation between individual 
freedoms and responsible freedoms, where the incentives towards self-realization 
cannot exist outside the commitment to each other and the community as a whole. If 
we consider human beings as social animals, we can state that the ethics of respon-
sibility allows individuals to recognize themselves in the concept of the common 
good. The latter, in turn, is something that they experience as members of a commu-
nity and that they can only pursue from the standpoint of solidarity. The reference to 
Aristotle is almost inevitable. For the philosopher, the main ethical virtue is justice, 
to which he dedicates an entire book in The Nichomachean Ethics (2009). Justice 
is not only a whole and perfect virtue, but also has its specific meaning: it is dis-
tributive or commutative. The latter refers to questions of distributive justice, and, 
specifically, to reconsidering the close link between bioethics and biojurisprudence 
in the allocation of resources at both the macro and micro level. The relationship 
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between rights and duties has a twofold reading. On the one hand, it translates into 
an inter-individual relationship of commutative justice2. On the other, it is a social 
relationship of distributive justice of resources and goods.

Following the ethics of responsibility means that individuals must accept the 
consequences of their actions (for good and evil) towards themselves and oth-
ers. Their responsibility is irrespective of proximity in time and/or space. Tracing 
back the altruist or selfish conduct of human beings to a single general principle is, 
thus, a failed approach. Indeed, the idea of responsibility for choices in contempo-
rary society has too often been abdicated to law and reduced to a simple procedure 
rather than being an ethic of responsibility where there are no lay or religious peo-
ple, believers or non-believers but simple citizens of a community. From this per-
spective, communities have an intrinsic holistic concept of development that goes 
beyond mere economic aspects and depends on the degree of civicness (Putnam, 
1992) and freedom of the community – and, above all, to correct behaviours based 
on trust. All these elements trace back to belonging and reciprocity.

From Amitology to Positive Sociology

I have come to the last area mentioned in the introduction: the role of sociology 
and its modus operandi. On the function of the social sciences, I wrote: “Change 
must begin with the rediscovery of the positive values of man, and science is also 
seen as a guide through the overcoming of strictly sensate (sensory) models of 
knowledge. The social sciences are not merely the “sciences of the crisis”: they 
are critical sciences, not limited to the analysis of the degenerative processes of 
society but that seek their deep roots by denouncing the negative factors causing 
them. Applying these principles implies understanding the mechanisms through 
which human beings make their decisions. These dynamics highlight the issue 
of the choice. The latter, in turn, must be specified according to the temporal 
dimension and degree of knowledge of situations, as well as to who takes deci-
sions and how.” (Mangone, 2020a, p. 186). Sorokin’s faith in the potential of the 
social sciences as guides for humanity was such that he hypothesized the birth 
of a new applied science – amitology3 (Sorokin, 1951) – that would deal with 
the promotion of friendship, unconditional love, and mutual aid. While I fully 
share his viewpoint, I also agree with Estrella Gualda when, in her essay, she 
posits the sociological imagination (Mills, 1959) as a valuable tool. In her opin-
ion, it could offer new solutions not only to post-emergency crises resulting from 

2 Under individualism, it means a justice that controls the execution of exchanges, transactions and con-
tracts between free individuals while minimising the intervention of society and/or the state.
3 The first task of this new discipline would be an accurate analysis of the main aspects, properties and 
elementary forms of altruistic relation, which means that amitology starts from the study of social rela-
tions and interactions. At the heart of amitology are two complementary ideals: 1) an anthropological 
end, which aims to discover the most efficient techniques for the altruistic transformation of the human 
personality, and 2) a social ideal, aimed at rebuilding humanity as a universal community of altruistic 
love (Rusu, 2018).
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humanitarian catastrophes, natural disasters, or armed conflicts but also to other 
social problems of everyday life. It is in this sense that sociology could contribute 
to the development of amitology – together with psychology, biology, anthropol-
ogy, and the other social and human sciences as an interdisciplinary field.

Research cannot solely provide scientific research on the topics in question: 
it must also constitute a mechanism for facilitating and accompanying social 
innovation in terms of tools, organisation, and governance of social processes 
(Mangone, 2020c). Social science methods do not merely reproduce the phenom-
ena they study but contribute, to a greater or lesser extent, to their construction. 
Research activities are developed through methodologies that collect and study 
data and information; they seek to produce usable knowledge for the support, 
activation, reflection, and consolidation of processes of institutional innovation 
and individual and collective empowerment. Sorokin’s idea to birth an applied 
science such as amitology might seem fanciful – and yet, on closer inspection, it 
is not, particularly if we focus on attaining engaged sociology. This should pro-
ject the pursuits of sociologists and other social science researchers towards posi-
tive social transformations. In other words, we need to found sociology anew as 
positive sociology – not to be confused with positivist sociology – in analogy to 
positive psychology, as Nichols (2005, 2012) has pointed out. This new sociology 
“can describe alternative resources of preserving the social order and show how 
to build a good society. The main methodological principle of positive sociol-
ogy is its focus on positive social phenomena that can make societal life better.” 
(Mangone & Dolgov, 2020, p. 8). In this case, sociological research relates to the 
study of pro-social phenomena – such as altruism, mutual aid, voluntary work, 
social solidarity, friendship, neighbourhood ties, etc. Such phenomena are not 
usually considered problematic (negative) aspects of society but rather regular 
features of human and social affairs.

It is to be hoped, therefore, that sociological knowledge will abandon the exces-
sive self-referentiality that pens all knowledge within its own frames of reference 
and paradigms. It should become reflexive knowledge, capable of promoting the 
construction of connections in the living environments of subjects and between sub-
jects, overcoming Comte’s “social physics” to lay the (theoretical/empirical) foun-
dations for interventions that can bring about positive transformations at both an 
individual and social level. According to some scholars, the ongoing changes in 
society, which is moving more and more towards globalisation, face sociology with 
a challenge that raises two types of issues (Ossewaarde, 2007). On the one hand, 
worldwide integration represents a threat to both citizenship and the new sociology; 
on the other hand, one can glimpse new possibilities for returning sociology to the 
“public” of world citizenship, calling for its “reinvention” in the form of a “new 
sociological imagination” (Fuller, 2006; Solis-Gadea, 2005). This is mainly because 
the processes of globalisation have not fostered the humanitarian ethos that aims at 
understanding between two individuals in action (relationship), who relate to each 
other and act taking into account their mutual intentions, motivations, and expecta-
tions. There has been no shift from an approach that reduces the actions of individu-
als to mere exchange (do ut des, see rational choice theory) to one that pays attention 
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to the overall interactions between the elements that characterise exchange and all 
the other social and cultural variables.

This paradigmatic transformation demanded of sociology does not mean that 
social researchers must build sociological humanism but humanistic sociology, 
whose aim is to transform how human beings interact. This new-fangled sociology 
not only examines and studies social phenomena but, with its specificities, con-
tributes to the analysis and study of the most human part of the social individual 
(living man). However, this implies an understanding of the mechanisms through 
which human beings take their decisions in a given situation. Exogenous attempts 
to change the behaviour of individuals without transforming their way of interact-
ing remain unsuccessful. Interactions, therefore, should be oriented towards those 
altruistic relationships which, based on the ethic of responsibility, distinguish a free, 
harmonious, humanistic, and creative society.
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