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Abstract

Are altruism and aggression polar opposites, or are they two sides of the same coin? In this review,
the authors examine the evolved biological roots of these behaviors and focus on the psychology
of kinship and how it can serve to bridge both behaviors. Drawing on inclusive fitness the-
ory (Hamilton, 1964), the kinship, acceptance, and rejection model of altruism and aggression
(KARMAA; Webster, 2008), and a sociofunctional threat-based approach to prejudice (Cottrell &
Neuberg, 2005), the authors propose that altruism and aggression can be viewed as two sides of
the same coin depending on context and perspective. For example, a mother bear protecting her
cubs by attacking a predator may be simultaneously exhibiting an act of altruism and aggression.
After offering some empirical support for their view, the authors discuss the theoretical and
practical implications of viewing altruism and aggression as related constructs at the intrapersonal,
interpersonal, and intergroup levels.

We all walk a fine line between the desire to help and the desire to harm. When, why,
how, and the degree to which we cross that line between prosocial and antisocial behavior –
between altruism and aggression – depends not only on our dispositions and immediate
social situations, but also our evolved cognitive architecture – a mind that was designed over
hundreds of thousands of years to survive and thrive in small groups. But just how fine is the
line between altruism and aggression? Crucially, a given behavior can be viewed as altruistic
or aggressive depending on one’s perspective or group alliance. This becomes especially
clear when viewed through the lens of our evolved sense of psychological kinship.

Before we begin, however, we must define altruism and aggression. Altruism is behav-
ior solely intended to help another being at cost to the altruist, whereas aggression is
behavior with the intent to injure another being (Kenrick, Neuberg, & Cialdini, 2010).
As we will show, however, intentional behaviors to help or harm another can depend on
one’s perspective or group affiliation. We begin this article by reviewing theoretical per-
spectives on altruism and aggression, with special attention to those that incorporate kin-
ship. We then critically examine empirical research linking kinship to altruism and
aggression, and speculate on a novel, controversial hypothesis: that altruism and aggression
can be one and the same relative to one’s perspective. We believe our view is controver-
sial because altruism and aggression are often treated as independent, mutually exclusive
behaviors in psychology. Although nearly every social psychology textbook offer separate
– yet often adjacent – chapters devoted to each behavior, rarely do they share common
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theories, methods, or researchers. We conclude by proposing some new directions for
future research at the intersection of aggression and altruism.

All in the Family: Evolutionary Perspectives on Altruism and Aggression

The biological and social sciences have advanced several theoretical perspectives on why
humans and other animals help and harm conspecifics (i.e., members of the same species).
For instance, in social psychology, much research has focused on empathy (Batson et al.,
1988) and perceived oneness (Cialdini, Brown, Lewis, Luce, & Neuberg, 1997) as proxi-
mal causes of altruism and helping behavior. Similarly, the General Aggression Model
(GAM; Anderson & Bushman, 2002; DeWall, Anderson, & Bushman, 2011; Figure 1)
successfully integrates not only the biological, environmental, personal, and situational
antecedents of aggression, but also the appraisal and decision processes that people face
when they choose to engage in – or walk away from – a potentially aggressive social
encounter. Despite these advances, many social psychological theories either underplay or
ignore crucial biological components and potential distal factors that affect altruism and
aggression (Daly, Salmon, & Wilson, 1997). In this section, we first describe multiple
evolutionary psychological perspectives on altruism and aggression and then show how
they can be extended to complement social psychological perspectives.

Inclusive fitness theory

Altruism once perplexed evolutionary biologists. How could altruism – a behavior that
by definition can incur serious survival or reproductive costs on the altruist – be naturally
selected? If there were a genetic association (e.g., polygenic polymorphism or allelic
association), then surely the survival costs of altruism would have selected against it over
evolutionary time. Nevertheless, altruism exists and persists; it not only survives, but also
thrives in our species.

How can this be? Hamilton (1964) believed that altruism could be indirectly selected
for if the altruist’s close relatives were the beneficiaries of altruistic acts, given that blood
relatives share copies of the altruist’s genes. In other words, assuming a genetic association
with altruism, if the altruist’s altruistic act confers some benefit on his or her kin, then
altruism could still be selected for because the recipients of the altruism – close kin –
might have a better chance of survival or reproduction than they would without an altru-
ist in the family, because those close kin also carry copies of the genetic polymorphism
purportedly associated with altruism.

Imagine for a moment that three of your siblings are drowning in a small pond. Each
of your full siblings has a 0.5 probability of sharing a given gene on average (given that
each sibling represents an independent assortment of the same parents’ genetic material).
If we sum these probabilities across your three siblings we get 1.5, which is greater than
unity (1.0) – the probability that you share a gene in common with yourself. Collec-
tively, your three full siblings contain more of your genes than you do. Hamilton’s
(1964) inclusive fitness theory would predict that it would be in your best interest, genet-
ically speaking, for you to sacrifice your own life (1.0) to save the lives of all three of
your siblings (1.5) because the net benefit to your genes by keeping your three siblings
alive (who share copies of your genes) is greater than the net benefit of saving yourself
(i.e., 1.5 > 1.0). If, however, we replace your three siblings with three first cousins –
with whom you have a 0.125 probability of sharing a given gene – then inclusive fitness
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theory would predict that you would typically save yourself, because 1.0 > 0.375 (i.e.,
3 · 0.125). Hamilton quantified inclusive fitness theory with a simple inequality, C < rB,
where C represents the cost to the altruist, r represents the coefficient of relatedness
between the altruist and the target(s), and B represents the benefit to the target(s). Thus,
inclusive fitness theory predicts that animals – including humans – will engage in altruistic
behavior if the net benefit to would-be altruists – measured in copies of their genes to be
saved in their relatives – exceeds the cost to the would-be altruists (e.g., loss of life, and
hence, genes).
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Figure 1 The General Aggression Model (GAM; adapted from DeWall et al., 2011) with an expanded personality
component that integrates and distinguishes among affective, cognitive, and behavioral forms of trait aggression.
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Inclusive fitness theory – as applied to explaining altruism – has received considerable
empirical support in both human and animal models. We highlight some of these studies in
the Kinship and Altruism subsection below. Although inclusive fitness theory does an effi-
cient job of explaining the distal, genetic underpinnings of altruism, it does not explicitly
attempt to include any proximal, social mechanisms or processes that may mediate the rela-
tionships between genetic relatedness and altruism such as kin detection (Lieberman, Too-
by, & Cosmides, 2007) or emotional closeness (Korchmaros & Kenny, 2001, 2006).
Crucially, although inclusive fitness theory has been widely adopted as a biological explana-
tion of altruism, it has rarely been applied to understanding the flipside of altruism – aggres-
sion. Nevertheless, absence of evidence does not necessarily imply evidence of absence.
Indeed, if altruism and aggression are behaviors linked by kinship and one’s perspective,
then inclusive fitness theory should apply equally well to both behaviors.

The Kinship, Acceptance, and Rejection Model of Altruism and Aggression

Augmenting Hamilton’s (1964) biologically based inclusive fitness theory with social pro-
cesses, Webster (2008) proposed the Kinship, Acceptance, and Rejection Model of Altru-
ism and Aggression (KARMAA; Figure 2). According to the KARMAA, kinship and
kinship cues can play a pivotal role in explaining both altruism and aggression. For exam-
ple, cues to kinship – such as cohabitation, physical resemblance, common geographic
region, or sharing a surname – might not only promote altruism but also deter aggression.
Similarly (but with the opposite effect) kinship insults – such as insinuating incest or
sexual promiscuity regarding one’s kin (e.g., calling someone or a member of their family
a ‘‘bastard’’ or ‘‘motherfucker’’) – might promote aggression.

Although the KARMAA proposes direct links between kinship cues and both altruism
and aggression, these links are purportedly mediated or facilitated by proximate social
processes broadly related to acceptance and rejection. For example, a positive kinship cue
(e.g., sharing a surname or ethnogeograpic heritage) may facilitate feelings of belonging-
ness, social inclusion, and emotional closeness, or may foster a sense of ingroup identity.
These social, more proximate factors may in turn facilitate more altruism or a greater
likelihood of it. In contrast, a negative kinship cue (e.g., a kin-based insult) may facilitate
feelings of rejection, ostracism, and social exclusion, or may foster an outgroup identity.
These proximate social factors may consequently facilitate aggression. Thus, social pro-
cesses such as acceptance ⁄ rejection may serve to mediate the direct links between
positive ⁄negative kinship cues and altruism ⁄ aggression.

Welfare trade-off ratio

Building on inclusive fitness theory (Hamilton, 1964) and human kinship detection (Lieberman
et al., 2007), Tooby and Cosmides (2008; Tooby, Cosmides, Sell, Lieberman, & Sznycer,
2008) have also sought to link altruism and aggression via evolutionary theory using their
welfare trade-off ratio (WTR) model. According to Tooby and Cosmides (2008), the
WTR ‘‘regulates the extent to which the actor is intrinsically disposed to trade-off his or
her own welfare against that of [another] individual’’ (p. 130). If actors – would-be altruists
– know or believe via kin detection that they are related to the person in question, then
they are more likely to behave altruistically toward that person. The WTR stresses the often
zero-sum trade-off between choosing behaviors that are a cost or benefit to the self versus a
cost or benefit to one or more others. This same trade-off can also affect decisions about
whether or not to aggress actively (e.g., fight), which often carries serious risks and costs for
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the actor, or aggress passively (e.g., withhold resources), which is often less costly, at least in
the short term. Tooby, Cosmides, and colleagues argue that the WTR acts as an adaptive
cognitive system that helps people to regulate aggression-related emotions such as anger,
and altruism-related emotions such as empathy.

A sociofunctional threat-based approach to intergroup prejudice

Although we have discussed kin-based relationships and their associations with altruism
and aggression, we have so far neglected evolutionary perspectives on non-kin. That is,
how can an evolutionary perspective explain altruism and aggression toward unrelated
strangers, acquaintances, or friends? Let us begin by acknowledging that the most funda-
mental ingroup – and the first to form during human development – is the bond children
share with their immediate kin. Indeed, during infancy and early childhood, our social
network is synonymous with our kin network; our relatives are our primary, if not sole,
ingroup. That is, our families are our first and typically most important ingroup. As we
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Figure 2 The Kinship, Acceptance, and Rejection Model of Altruism and Aggression (KARMAA; adapted from
Webster, 2008).

Kinship, Altruism, and Aggression 579

ª 2012 Blackwell Publishing Ltd Social and Personality Psychology Compass 6/8 (2012): 575–588, 10.1111/j.1751-9004.2012.00449.x



grow older and develop childhood friendships and alliances, the same evolved psychologi-
cal mechanisms (see Tooby & Cosmides, 1992) that we use for kin-based bonding are
repurposed for forging coalitions with our cohorts. As we develop, we learn to generalize
what we know about kinship and family (e.g., help your close relatives, especially if they
help you) to friendship and groups (e.g., help your close friends, especially if they help
you).

Building on this evolutionary perspective of groups, Cottrell and Neuberg (2005; Neu-
berg & Cottrell, 2006) proposed a sociofunctional threat-based approach to intergroup
prejudice, which suggests that affective and behavioral reactions to members of other
social groups may represent functionally-relevant responses to threats perceived from these
other groups. More specifically, humans may have evolved psychological mechanisms that
monitor their social environment for potential threats to their group’s well-being (e.g.,
threats to group physical safety, physical health, values ⁄morals, reciprocity-based
exchange). Human ancestors who detected and responded appropriately to these threats
would have gained more valuable benefits from social living than those who did not
detect (and respond to) such threats. Threat detection, however, is just the first step. Peo-
ple must also respond with appropriate affective (e.g., fear, disgust), cognitive (e.g., ascrip-
tion of stereotypes), and behavioral (e.g., aggression, avoidance) reactions that are focused
on eliminating or minimizing the perceived threat. It is important to note that these reac-
tions must be appropriate to the specific perceived threat. That is, different specific per-
ceived threats to one’s group require different affective, cognitive, and behavioral
responses to the ostensible source of that threat. What it takes to respond effectively to a
perceived threat to an ingroup’s physical safety is likely different from what it takes to
respond effectively to a perceived threat to an ingroup’s physical health.

Although this sociofunctional approach has largely been used to understand negative
reactions toward outgroup members (e.g., aggression; see Neuberg, Kenrick, & Schaller,
2010), it is valuable to note that this analysis could also help to explain more positive
reactions to outgroup members (e.g., altruism). That is, just as people respond to per-
ceived threats with functionally-relevant negative affective and behavioral reactions
focused on reducing the threat, they might also respond to perceived opportunities – per-
haps an outgroup that possesses a valuable resource or skill – with functionally-relevant
positive affective and behavioral reactions focused on benefiting from the opportunity
(e.g., establishing cooperative relations with this other group).

Kinship and the General Aggression Model

As mentioned previously, the General Aggression Model (GAM; Anderson & Bushman,
2002; DeWall et al., 2011; Figure 1) strives to integrate biological, personal, and social
perspectives to better understand and predict aggressive intentions and behaviors. Conve-
niently for our purposes, the GAM dovetails well with a kinship perspective on aggres-
sion. Specifically, the GAM highlights the roles of environmental and biological modifiers
in influencing aggressive traits and behaviors. For example, one person’s genetic related-
ness to another could affect both the person and situation pathways in the model (Fig-
ure 1), as well as being considered both a biological and environmental modifier. Indeed,
even a person’s situational appraisal and decision process would likely be moderated by
information about kinship cues. For example, would you be more or less likely to aggress
against someone who has insulted you if you learn that you share the same uncommon
surname or were born in the same small town? Given this view, kinship can be seamlessly
integrated into an augmented GAM.
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Kinship, Altruism, and Aggression

Now that we have highlighted some of the key evolutionary perspectives on altruism and
aggression, we next focus on kinships and provide an overview of the empirical findings
supporting these theories. We begin this section by reviewing the links between kinship
and altruism, continue by providing illustrative examples and summarizing the empirical
research linking kinship and aggression, and conclude with some new and controversial
speculation on the relativism of altruism and aggression, and how they can be viewed dif-
ferently depending on one’s perspective.

Kinship and altruism

The empirical evidence linking kinship and altruism is broad and substantial (for reviews
see Burnstein, 2005; and Kurland & Gaulin, 2005). Although we simply do not have
space to summarize this research while doing it justice, we can highlight a sample of find-
ings that are representative of the kinship–altruism link. First, in the animal literature,
some of the most influential studies involve ground squirrels, colloquially known as prai-
rie dogs. Consistent with an inclusive fitness theory of altruism, ground squirrels were
more likely to sound alarm calls – which alert nearby conspecifics of a predator (e.g., rap-
tor, snake, human; a benefit to others), but often draw a predator’s attention to the alarm
caller (a cost to the self) – when they had close relatives nearby than when more distant
relatives or non-kin were within earshot (Holmes & Sherman, 1982; Sherman, 1977,
1981). In other words, the altruistic act of warning others of a predator occurred when
the genetic benefits to one’s relatives outweighed the genetic costs to oneself.

Much like ground squirrels and other animals, humans also act altruistically as a func-
tion of relatedness. Research has shown that most people chose to help close kin more
than distant kin (Essock-Vitale & McGuire, 1985), and that this effect is stronger in life-
and-death situations than in everyday helping situations (Burnstein, Crandall, & Kitayama,
1994). Analyses of wills have also shown that people bequeath larger proportions of their
estates to their close kin than to more distant kin or non-kin (Judge, 1995; Judge &
Hrdy, 1992; Smith, Kish, & Crawford, 1987; Webster, Bryan, Crawford, McCarthy, &
Cohen, 2008). Behavioral economics experiments that have simulated a will-writing
experience have found similar results: people give larger proportions of money to their
close relatives than to their more distant relatives (Webster, 2003, 2004).

Kinship and aggression

Compared to research on the kinship–altruism link, the scientific literature on the kin-
ship–aggression link is sparse. From animal models, we know that when kin are threa-
tened, other kin will usually aggress against the source of the threat to protect their
targeted kin. For example, if a predator threatens a bear cub, its mother will nearly always
aggress against the predator to protect her offspring. Simply put, threats to kin can – and
often do – elicit aggression.

Although sparse, there is some evidence linking kinship cues with aggression in
humans. First, anecdotal evidence abounds when considering verbal insults and name-
calling. As mentioned earlier, one surefire way to draw someone’s ire is to insult them
(‘‘asshole’’), their kin (‘‘your mother is ugly and your sister is a whore’’), or their rela-
tionship to their kin (‘‘bastard,’’ ‘‘motherfucker,’’ ‘‘son of a bitch’’). Indeed, arguably the
worst insults in the English language involve themes of incest, paternal uncertainty, and

Kinship, Altruism, and Aggression 581

ª 2012 Blackwell Publishing Ltd Social and Personality Psychology Compass 6/8 (2012): 575–588, 10.1111/j.1751-9004.2012.00449.x



sexual promiscuity – all of which are fundamentally connected to reproductive fitness.
Second, empirical evidence comes from studies of families with step-parents. In families
where the mother or father is a step-parent, the frequency and severity of child abuse and
even homicide increase dramatically (Daly & Wilson, 1988, 1998). To be sure, most
step-parents are great parents; however, when family violence does occur, it is far more
likely in families with one or more step-parents than in families with both biological par-
ents, on average.

Recent empirical research has shown that kinship insults aimed at degrading reproduc-
tive reputation (e.g., ‘‘slut,’’ ‘‘pussy’’; versus social status insults) evoke aggressive
responding in participants, but only when degree of relatedness between the participant
and the target of the insult is high (Fitzgerald & Ketterer, 2011). In particular, participants
were more likely to verbally aggress against an insulter when the target was the partici-
pant’s sibling. Insults directed at a more distant relative – a cousin – proved a much
weaker call to arms, advancing kinship or kinship cues as a determining factor in aggres-
sive action.

Relativity revisited: when altruism is aggression and aggression is altruism

When viewed through the lens of inclusive fitness, the difference between altruism and
aggression can become blurred. This is especially true when we allow for some relativism
regarding multiple perspectives on these behaviors. As noted previously, a mother bear
that acts aggressively toward a predator to protect her cubs is simultaneously exhibiting
an act of altruism (toward her cubs and from her perspective) and aggression (toward the
predator and from its perspective). This example also extends to humans – parents will
often do anything to protect their children, even if it means resorting to violence against
a possible threat.

Humans, of course, also engage in group behaviors beyond the family sphere; we form
mutually beneficial self-serving ingroups and are often suspicious of – and sometimes
aggress against – outgroups. Although interacting groups are often nebulous and dynamic,
the underlying social psychological calculus of ingroup ⁄outgroup functioning is compara-
tively straightforward: help ingroup members, but do not help (or occasionally harm)
outgroup members. In fact, considering extreme intergroup conflict such as warfare, help-
ing one’s ingroup (e.g., assembling munitions in a factory) can be difficult to distinguish
from harming one’s outgroup (e.g., dropping munitions on the enemy from a bomber).
Similarly, paying federal taxes in the U.S. is – for better or worse – a simultaneous
endorsement of altruistic and aggressive behavior. The cost, in economic terms, is as real
as its consequences. For example, federal funds go to help Americans feed and shelter
their less-fortunate ingroup members (e.g., Food Stamps, Housing and Urban Develop-
ment), but also help them to protect their homeland, which could simultaneously be seen
as act of aggression (especially when the theater of war is overseas). Indeed, perceptions
and public opinion likely contributed to the name change of the former War Department
(aggression toward the outgroup) to the Department of Defense (altruism toward the
ingroup) in the U.S. But what about when the opposite occurs – when someone harms
the ingroup or helps the outgroup?

What if, instead of helping our ingroup and hurting our outgroup, we instead chose
the opposite: to hurt our ingroup or to help our outgroup. These behaviors are also curi-
ously difficult to disentangle. In the English language, we often use the same set of words
to describe both aggression toward our ingroup and altruism toward a rival outgroup
(e.g., ‘‘betray,’’ ‘‘sabotage,’’ ‘‘traitor,’’ ‘‘treason,’’ ‘‘subvert,’’ ‘‘undermine’’). For example,
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Roman slaves’ decision to open the Salarian Gate for the invading Visigoths caused the
Sack of Rome in 410. Most Romans viewed their slaves’ collective action as one of
betrayal and sabotage – the slaves simultaneously helped their outgroup and harmed their
ingroup. Most Romans, however, may have underestimated the extent to which their
slaves identified with the relevant ingroup (i.e., Romans). Instead, the slaves may have
identified more with the invading Visigoths, who could bring destructive change and
possible liberation.

Further still, human societies often choose to punish both types of behavior (outgroup
altruism and ingroup aggression) with some of the severest forms of punishment known
(e.g., death, torture). This brings us to the related concept of altruistic punishment – that
punishing members of the ingroup for reprehensible behavior is actually a form of altru-
ism, because there is a cost to the individual punisher (e.g., the time and effort it takes to
identify, incarcerate, or execute a wrongdoer) but a net benefit for the ingroup (Fehr &
Gächter, 2002). Altruistic punishment helps to preserve ingroup cohesion. Without such
punishment, group members might increasingly betray one another, desert their ranks, or
defect to rival outgoups, leading to the eventual collapse or dissolution of the ingroup.
Thus, altruistic punishment appears to be a necessary evil for preserving ingroup cohesion
and avoiding ingroup dissent.

One limitation of our view of a kinship-based altruism–aggression link is that the anal-
ogy of these behaviors being ‘‘two sides of the same coin’’ is overly simplistic (hence the
title’s question mark). To be sure, our perspective is more nuanced. Specifically, we are
making two related but distinct points about kinship and aggression. First, we argue that
kinship – or cues related to it – can simultaneously increase helping and decrease harm
directed toward kin. Second, we also argue that kinship – real or perceived – can cause
an actor to help a relative by aggressing against another person wishing to harm that
actor’s relative. Although different, these points are complimentary; both serve to facili-
tate survival and the propagation of genes, and both serve as examples of the dynamic
interplay linking kinship, altruism, and aggression.

New Directions for Future Research

How can future research in personality and social psychology benefit from taking an evo-
lutionary, kinship-based perspective on altruism and aggression? And better still, what can
we learn about altruism and aggression by viewing them as similar, perspective-dependent
behaviors? In this section, we outline some potential avenues for advancing altruism–
aggression research on three levels: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and intergroup.

Intrapersonal

Both altruism and aggression can be viewed as behavioral solutions to solve specific adap-
tive problems faced by our ancestors throughout our evolutionary history. Altruism func-
tions to promote shared genes and familial bonding; aggression functions to promote
survival in the face of threat. Both altruism and aggression may represent evolved psycho-
logical mechanisms (Tooby & Cosmides, 1992); that is, both behaviors appear to be
hard-wired into our cognitive architecture. Given this cognitive angle, it is not surprising
that much cutting-edge research on the evolution of altruism and aggression is being
done using social cognition methods. For example, Ackerman et al. (2006) found that
White Americans recall Whites’ neutral faces better than Blacks’ neutral faces; however,
when threatening angry faces were used, participants recalled Blacks’ faces better than
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Whites’ (an outgroup heterogeneity effect; see Judd & Park, 1988). Additionally, people
are less likely to use race in social categorization in the presence of coalitional cues
regarding affiliations (Kurzban, Tooby, & Cosmides, 2001). Similar conceptual frame-
works on prejudice (Schaller & Conway, 2005; Schaller, Faulkner, Park, Neuberg, &
Kenrick, 2004) combine both biological (fear of darkness; Schaller, Park, & Mueller,
2003) and social-evolutionary (culturally-shared stereotypes; Kenrick et al., 2002; Schaller,
Conway, & Tanchuk, 2002) perspectives. Recent research has shown that even monkeys
(rhesus macaques) can hold implicit attitudes that favor their ingroup or disfavor their
outgroup – or both (Mahajan et al., 2011). We expect that future research on the intra-
personal nature of altruism and aggression – and the links between them – will be driven
largely by cognitive research at the intrapersonal level. Specifically, we expect future stud-
ies to consider priming kinship cues by using participants’ surnames or facial similarity
(with computer-generated self–other morphs) in conjunction with manipulating group
membership and perspective (ingroup versus outgroup) to assess peoples’ behavioral deci-
sions to help or harm. Finally, we acknowledge that there are lower-level, sub-intraper-
sonal processes relevant to our perspective on the altruism–aggression link that were
beyond the scope of our review. Specifically, these involve reductionist levels of analyses
involving psychophysiological and neuroscientific variables (e.g., hormones, neurotrans-
mitters, neural networks) and theoretical perspectives (e.g., the perception-action model;
Preston & de Wall, 2002).

Interpersonal

By definition, altruism and aggression are interpersonal behaviors – they are relational,
requiring at least two people, often an actor (altruist or aggressor) and a target (the object
of the altruistic or aggressive act). Indeed, dyadic examples of altruism and aggression
abound. Nevertheless, altruism–aggression – where the act in question could be consid-
ered either or both depending on one’s perspective – usually requires at least three people
(e.g., mother bear, her cub, predator) or groups of people (e.g., Palestinian suicide bom-
ber, their immediate family members who may receive payment, innocent Israeli bystand-
ers). We recommend that social psychologists consider the interpersonal ⁄ relational causes
and consequences of altruism and aggression in addition to the traditional intrapersonal
ones (e.g., personality traits, self-esteem, narcissism, frustration, attitudes, social cognition).
For example, dyadic and triadic models of domestic or intimate partner violence, which
often involve a husband, wife, and possibly a young child or close relative, may provide a
better understanding of how aggression and protective altruism are triggered, escalated,
and diffused.

Intergroup

Arguably the most interesting – and potentially controversial – implication of our unified
view of altruism and aggression is its application to intergroup processes. Although social
psychology has excelled in explaining certain aspects of both intragroup and intergroup
cooperation and conflict, it has yet to thoroughly integrate biological perspectives into
most of its theories. For example, from inner-city gang violence to hostile corporate take-
overs, intergroup behavior could potentially be reevaluated through the lens of our pro-
posed evolutionary perspective. Specifically, street gangs and other crime syndicates are
often focused on promoting the survival and prosperity of their fellow ingroup members.
When the ingroup members cooperate with others in the organization, territory, money,
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and influence typically increases. Often, however, rival gangs or crime syndicates often
come into conflict with each other in part because each one is trying to help out their
own members. Because resources such as territory are often finite, it changes the territory
involved into a zero-sum game – one group’s gains are by definition another group’s
losses (and vice versa). Thus, one cannot help a fellow ingroup member expand into new
territory without indirectly hurting a rival outgroup. Similarly, regarding the ongoing Pal-
estinian–Israeli conflict, because leaders are primarily accountable to their ingroup – not
an outgroup – they will typically choose to serve the interests of the ingroup over most
joint interests of both groups, particularly if the problem in question involves a zero-sum
game (e.g., territory); however, this need not be necessary for non-zero-sum games (e.g.,
joint-ventures, collaborative economic endeavors, literal and figurative bridge-building
across borders).

Conclusions

In this article, we have reviewed the literature on kinship-based altruism and aggression,
and suggested that altruism and aggression can be viewed as two sides of the same coin,
depending on context and perspective. We have supported this view with both illustra-
tive and empirical evidence as well as theory (inclusive fitness theory, the KARMAA, the
GAM, the WTR model, a sociofunctional threat-based approach to intergroup preju-
dice). Although a controversial assertion, we believe that personality and social psycholo-
gists should consider studying altruism and aggression simultaneously, especially when
they involve interactions among kin or groups with which people identify (ingroup–out-
group dynamics). Indeed, from this perspective – controversial though it may be – we
may be able to understand large-scale, intergroup aggression (e.g., warfare) as a collective
effort of trying to protect and serve one’s ingroup. That is, war may be as much about
harming the outgroup as it is about helping the ingroup. We suspect that similar equiva-
lencies may exist at both the intrapersonal and interpersonal levels. We hope that the
present article will not only inspire interest in the link between kin-based altruism and
aggression, but also spur broad discussions of integrating biological and social perspectives
on prosocial and antisocial behavior at the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and intergroup
levels.
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